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“Forget that it’s set in Palestine because it is a story about the human dream and how people 
can survive catastrophe.” 
-Elias Khoury  
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Abstract 
This thesis project traces the development of a Palestinian counter-narrative of trauma 
in the literary works of Lebanese novelist, editor and critic Elias Khoury. It does so by 
looking at three novels by Khoury: the first work is Mamlakat al-ghurabā’ (The Kingdom of 
Strangers, 1993), which introduces his project on narrating the Palestinian experience and 
meditates on the potential structure of a Palestinian trauma narrative. Probably his most read 
work, the second novel, Bāb al-shams (Gate of the Sun, 1998), builds on these beginnings by 
re-enacting an incomplete, fragmented and non-teleological narrative of Palestinian traumatic 
memory. The same preoccupation with the history of Palestinian trauma figures in Khoury’s 
āwlād al-ghitu, ismī Adam (Children of the Ghetto, My Name Is Adam, 2016) which raises 
the question of identity in relation to trauma and digs deep into how traumatic events 
interrupt and reshape one’s self. Equally important is how all three works bring together 
Palestinian and Jewish traumatic histories analogously to disrupt Israeli hegemonic meta-
narratives and propose both traumatic experiences as mirrors for other histories of suffering.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
5 
Introduction 
 
 
I was nine years old when the Second intifāḍah broke out. I remember getting into my 
mother’s car after school and asking her what my teachers meant by the word intifāḍah and 
why a so-called intifāḍah was happening in Palestine. To this day I still remember my 
mother’s candid answer: the steadfast Palestinian people were once again rising against an 
occupying army called Israel.  
 
Beyond home as the space where intifāḍah news reached me in soundbites, school was 
where my preoccupation with this powerful moment took on more creative forms. Knowing of 
my growing affinity towards the written word, my third grade Arabic teacher, a Palestinian by 
the name of Ms. Fatina, asked me to memorize a famous Jerusalem-themed poem penned by 
Al-Rahbani brothers and sung by Lebanese legend Fayrouz. The following day, I was standing 
before my school peers at morning lines and reciting the introductory lines of this poem. My 
young mind made a correlation between the intifāḍah as an inspiring act of resistance and 
poetry as an associated form of artistic expression, such that I grew up identifying with both as 
deeply intimate practices.  
 
Flash forward to 2011 and the eruption of Egypt’s January 25 revolution. As Cairo’s 
Tahrir Square filled with thousands of buoyant protestors, I was immediately brought back to 
the moment captured in the opening of this introduction. In my mind there was a certain 
continuity between this earlier moment of Palestinian steadfastness and Egypt’s glorious 
revolution. One possible trigger behind this association, I think, was how Palestinians of the 
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West Bank and Gaza cheered on Egypt’s protestors the same way Egyptians had celebrated the 
steadfastness of their Palestinian comrades just a decade earlier.  
 
As the “Arab Spring” followed suit, Syrians soon took their demands for bread, 
freedom, and social justice to the streets. While the specifics of this revolution-turned-war are 
beyond the focus of this thesis, I would like to take a quick intermission to discuss a 
philological similarity that directly inspires this project. With the quick transformation of 
Syria’s revolution into a now-seven-year-old war, Arab intellectuals described Syria’s 
disintegrating revolution as a new Nakbah, their coinage for the most part appearing in the 
digital space. Syria was no doubt gripped by a man-made catastrophe. But what was truly 
startling about this coinage was how a marker of the Palestinian tragedy, the word Nakbah, 
was now being appropriated to label the Syrian catastrophe.  
 
If Egypt’s uprising signaled a certain continuity between Palestinian and Egyptian 
forms of activism, the loss of Syria, its very Nakbah, interrupted this imagined sense of 
closeness. Prior to the Syrian revolution, the triad of Lebanon, Jordan and Syria was the closest 
one could get, or be, to Palestine. With the loss of Syria, I was further than I had ever been to 
the land of olives and vines. The Syrian catastrophe constituted a profoundly personal loss. 
 
As the catastrophes multiplied over the following years and more nakbahs ensued in 
Libya, Yemen and Bahrain, I was intrigued to learn what it meant to lose one’s home, be 
forsaken by history and suffer an unimaginable loss. I needed to understand what it meant to 
become a refugee and get on death boats to die before you make it or make it in time for your 
death. Finally, I sought to understand what it meant for catastrophes to pile up on top of each 
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other, such that three consecutive generations of Palestinians have had to experience Nakbah 
as a daily reality since 1948.   
 
In fact, Elias Khoury, whose very writing informs this thesis project, says something 
similar in the following excerpt from his 2018 interview with The National: 
   
In the past 10 years, we have seen great hope, great disappointment, great ambition, 
and great catastrophes.1 
 
 
These clashing moods, Khoury adds, introduced two challenges: “how to give that 
pain a voice and how to listen to the silence of the victims.”2   
 
Taking as its main focus the Nakbah (traumatic event) and the mankūb (traumatized 
subject) and guided by Khoury’s description of Palestinian traumatic memory as “Dhakirat 
al-alam,” this thesis project asks what it means to be shattered by an unfathomable pain and 
wonders how best to narrate the wound that emanates from traumatic experiences.3  
In her book Unclaimed Experience: Trauma, Narrative, and History, trauma theorist 
Cathy Caruth links trauma to literature and emphasizes how the literary text can feature the 
phases of “speak[ing] about and speak[ing] through the profound story of traumatic 
experience.”4  Following Caruth’s words, it can be argued that Khoury is a writer who, 
especially in the course of his writing on Palestine, has ‘spoken about’ and ‘spoken through’ 
 
1 Rupert Hawksley, “Lebanese Author Elias Khoury: ‘I Feel That We Are Beyond Despair,” The National, 
October 5. 2018, https://www.thenational.ae/arts-culture/books/lebanese-author-elias-khoury-i-feel-that-we-are-
beyond-despair-1.777514. 
2 Ibid. 
3Elias Khoury, “Dhakirat al-hayyat,” Facebook, December 10, 2018. 
https://m.facebook.com/story.php?story_fbid=2056126027809839&id=100002373850048&ref=content_filter. 
4 Cathy Caruth, Unclaimed Experience: Trauma, Narrative, and History (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University 
Press, 1996), 4.  
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the traumatic experience of the 1948 Nakbah, and more importantly, of its incessant presence 
to this day.  
 
While literary writings on the Palestinian experience of dispossession and its traumatic 
undertones have been a constant feature of Arabic literary production over the past seven 
decades, there is enough reason to argue for the inimitability of Khoury’s literary project. For 
one, Khoury is a non-Palestinian writing about Palestine. His avid identification with Palestine 
and the multifaceted nature of his enterprise, especially in his capacity as staunch political 
activist and former freedom fighter, have allowed him to grasp the nuances of collective 
Palestinian trauma and to communicate it in writing. Khoury spent as much time and effort 
fighting for the Palestinian cause as he did inscribing the Palestinian tragedy. When he was no 
longer fighting alongside his Palestinian comrades during the Lebanese Civil War, Khoury was 
in his Beirut office editing The Institute for Palestine Studies’ Majalat al-dirāsat al-filasṭīnīyah 
(Journal of Palestine Studies) which he still manages to this day. These different aspects of the 
writer’s life feed into each other and give his writing on Palestine a distinctive uniqueness.  
 
Following this short introduction of my project, my main question then becomes: how 
does Elias Khoury narrate the Palestinian traumatic experience that begins with the 1948 
Nakbah and lingers till this day? Before outlining how I intend to answer this question, a quick 
intermission to chart the Palestinian Nakbah is due.  
 
The 1948 Nakbah and Institutionalizing the Zionist Project   
 
 
The Nakbah, translated as ‘catastrophe’, is a central signifier of the post-1948 
Palestinian experience. It was coined by Syrian intellectual Constantine Zurayk in his book 
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Ma'na al-Nakbah (The Meaning of Catastrophe, 1948) in which he identified the Nakbah as a 
true “Arab predicament” that had to be confronted at once. To circumvent this quandary,  Arabs 
were to “play a role in minimizing the long-term repercussions of the defeat by addressing the 
factors comprising [this] Arab predicament.”5 By using the word “predicament” to describe the 
post-1948 reality, Zurayk was alluding to a new political reality in Palestine whereby a settler-
colonial entity, namely the Zionist entity, arose as a dominant political force that displaced 
hundreds of thousands of Palestinians and brutally disrupted the conditions of Palestinian 
existence. Beyond the catastrophe’s political implications as outlined by Zurayk, the Nakbah 
also signaled the opening of a collective traumatic memory marred by a triad of loss, 
displacement and dispossession.  
 
This Nakbah was a flip side for a celebratory moment, manifested by the long-awaited 
independence for World Jewry. A basic Israeli causality lay at the heart of this newly acquired 
independence. It rested on two main tenets: first, there was the David vs. Goliath myth, a 
“central fallacy” which held that the 1948 war “was waged between a relatively defenseless 
and weak (Jewish) David and a relatively strong (Arab) Goliath.”6 According to this narrative, 
the annihilation of an Arab Goliath was a prerequisite for Jewish survival. Secondly, there was 
the narrative of Holocaust victimization: a grave moral contradiction which held that the end 
of Jewish traumatic history, i.e. the Holocaust, was only possible through the continued 
victimization of Palestinians. This myth would be challenged by the New Historians in the 
1980s, among them Idith Zertal, who, according to a 1996 HaAretz report, was adamant to 
 
5 Adel Manna', “The Palestinian Nakba and its Continuous Repercussions,” Israel Studies 18, no. 2, (2013), 88.   
6 Benny Morris, “The New Historiography: Israel Confronts its Past,” In Making Israel, ed. Benny Morris (Ann 
Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2007), 16.  
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reveal “how the Holocaust, and particularly the Holocaust survivors . . . were regarded as assets 
for purposes of its establishment.”7  
Israeli Independence thus necessitated the displacement of Palestine’s own catastrophe: 
one traumatic narrative had to be quieted for another one to survive. Khoury captures the 
nuances of this displacement in the following excerpt of an interview with Malta Today:   
This is the first case in history where the victims have no right to express themselves 
because their victimization is covered by another victimization and the colonial forces 
were cynical enough to wash their hands from Palestinian blood. The terrible thing is 
that in the daily life they not only not speak about their victimization to others but they 
do not speak about it to themselves because the fabrication of reality has turned their 
cause into nonsense.8  
 
Early Zionist historiography partook in this silencing of Palestinian victimization by 
creating a “colonial archive”’ which “reorder[ed]” the past to validate a desired present.9  
Beyond creating an archive that forged Zionist links to the historic land, the Zionist entity also 
extended its control over the Palestinian archive, denying Palestinians access to their own 
history and allowing for an effacement of Palestinian traumatic memory. This silencing of the 
Palestinian traumatic experience also found its way to Israeli literature, manifest in how the 
latter undermined the possibility of encountering the other, i.e. the Palestinian, within the 
literary text.  Perhaps the most powerful attestation to Israel’s brutal displacement of 
Palestinian trauma is how the former continues to prohibit the commemoration of the Nakbah 
to this day. As Khoury puts it:  
 
7 Yechiam Weitz, “Dialectical versus Unequivocal: Israeli Historiography’s Treatment of the Yishuv and 
Zionist Movement Attitudes toward the Holocaust,” In Making Israel, ed. Benny Morris (Ann Arbor: University 
of Michigan Press, 2007), 288. 
8 Jurgen Balzan, “Truth is Always Revolutionary,” Malta Today, August 30, 2016, 
https://www.maltatoday.com.mt/news/interview/69023/truth_is_always_revolutionary____elias_khoury#.XKtn
wS2B00p. 
9 Ann Laura Stoler. “On Archiving as Dissensus,” Comparative Studies of South Asia, Africa and the Middle 
East 38 (2018): 50.   
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Israel presents itself as a country based upon the memories of the Holocaust, the 
memory of the suffering of the Jewish people, but they do not recognize the need of 
others to their own memories. This is reflected not only in politics or literature, it’s 
reflected in all levels of life.10 
 
This failure to recognize Palestinian suffering as a byproduct of the Zionist enterprise 
is at the heart of Edward Said’s 1992 seminal book The Question of Palestine. In the 
introduction to this book, Said echoes the aforementioned silencing of Palestinian traumatic 
memory by arguing that:  
 
Israel . . . as well as its supporters, has tried to efface the Palestinian in words and 
actions because the Jewish state in many (but not all) ways is built on negation of 
Palestine and the Palestinians.11  
 
 
On the one hand, the Zionist project was a “colonial vision” which looked down upon 
Palestinian Arabs, the original inhabitants of historic Palestine.12 It thought of itself as a 
“redemptive mission” and “assume[d] responsibility for expressing what the Arabs were 
really like and about, never to let the Arabs appear equally with them as existing in 
Palestine.”13 On the other hand, the Zionist project put special emphasis on applauding 
“Israel and its history” both of which, Said argues, “have been celebrated without 
interruption.”14 
 
This imbalance of power and representation between Israel and Palestine has resulted 
in an impasse that lingers to this day, what Said describes as “each side’s failure in a sense to 
 
10 Amelia Smith, “We are not Made of Ink,” Middle East Monitor, June 19, 2015, 
https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20150619-we-are-not-made-of-ink/. 
11 Edward W. Said, The Question of Palestine ( New York: Vintage Books, 1992), Xiii. 
12 Ibid., 68. 
13 Ibid., 26. 
14 Ibid., Xxxix. 
  
 
12 
reckon with the existential power and presence of another people with its land, its 
unfortunate history of suffering, its emotional and political investment in that land.”15 
 
Solving this deadlock and strategizing a common future for both peoples, Said goes 
on to argue, necessitates three crucial shifts: Firstly, and against this brutal “negation” of “the 
Palestinian experience” that began with the early stages of Zionism in the 1880s, there is the 
need to contextualize the suffering inflicted by the Zionist project on Palestinians. This 
contextualization can be achieved by advancing “a broadly representative Palestinian 
position” which is “not very well known and certainly not well appreciated even now.”16 
 
Secondly, Israel’s monopoly over trauma, manifest in how it fetishizes the Holocaust 
and refuses to recognize the Palestinian suffering it caused in its name, has to end. As Said 
puts it, the Israelis heavily rely on their traumatic history and continue to use it as an excuse 
to deny Palestinians their rights and “equat[e] the struggle for those rights with terrorism, 
genocide, anti-Semitism.”17 The Holocaust trauma should no longer be used to justify the 
continued traumatization of Palestinians:  
 
To those Palestinian victims that Zionism displaced, it cannot have meant anything by 
way of sufficient cause that Jews were victims of European anti-Semitism and, given 
Israel’s continued oppression of Palestinians, few Palestinians are able to see beyond 
their reality, namely, that once victims themselves, Occidental Jews in Israel have 
become oppressors (of Palestinian Arabs and Oriental Jews).18  
 
 
While there is and should be enough room to “sympathize with . . . the fear felt by 
most Jews that Israel’s security is a genuine protection against future genocidal attempts on 
 
15 Ibid., 49. 
16 Ibid., Xxxv. 
17 Ibid., 231. 
18 Ibid., 69. 
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the Jewish people,” Said argues that “there can be no way of satisfactorily conducting a life 
whose main concern is to prevent the past from recurring.”19 What this way of life enables, 
he adds, is a future of “fear” for the Palestinians, which will only allow Israel to “extend a 
century of violence against Palestinians for another long period of time.”20  Only when both 
sides of the conflict can mutually recognize one another’s traumatic experiences and only 
when Israel decides to see beyond its historical trauma, can the ongoing suffering of 
Palestinians come to an end. 
 
Together, these two shifts will bring about the third and final prerequisite for peace, 
namely, the realization on both parties that they “are now fully implicated in each others’ 
lives and political destinies.”21 Only then can “Palestine . . . become the site of two societies 
existing together, side by side, in peace and harmony.”22  As Said puts it,  
 
In time, perhaps, such a thing [common existence] will be inevitable. Now of course it 
seems very far away. But if more Palestinians, more Jews and Americans, in short, if 
more people take up the question of Palestine as a matter for the common good of 
Palestinian Arabs and Israeli Jews, then the day will come soon enough.23  
 
Following Said’s line of thought, one can argue that post-1948 Palestinian literature 
emerged to put forth a “representative Palestinian position” and undo Israel’s violent 
effacement of Palestinian traumatic memory. Its first objective was to contest the Zionist 
colonial archive by, in Ann Laura Stoler’s words, “turn[ing] the colonial state’s technical armor 
to other purposes, [and]...dissemble[ing] its conceits.”24 As it accommodated this project of 
counter-writing, Palestinian literature was able to retrieve the lost traces of Palestinian 
 
19 Ibid., 231. 
20 Ibid. 
21 Ibid., 49. 
22 Ibid., 233. 
23 Ibid. 
24 Stoler, “On Archiving,” 47.  
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traumatic memory and re-inscribe them back into the historiography of Palestine/Israel, in the 
process challenging Israel’s control over the archive. Its starting point was to resituate the 
Nakbah as the beginning of a Palestinian traumatic history that continues uninterrupted to this 
day. Another aim of this project was to reveal how Israel’s settler-colonial enterprise 
legitimizes this ongoing traumatic reality.  
Belonging to these “acts of countering” is Khoury’s literary project which largely 
benefits from Edward Said’s writings on Palestine and broaches the triad of history, trauma 
and memory.25 This is true of his novels on post-war Lebanon as well as his Palestine-themed 
works. A celebrated journalist, literary scholar, novelist and editor, Khoury is recognized as a 
Lebanese by birth and Palestinian by identification. His commitment to Palestine is an old 
one and has manifested itself in a multitude of roles: once in his capacity as a fidā’i on the 
side of Palestinian fighters during the Lebanese Civil War, a second time as editor of 
the Beirut-based Journal of Palestine Studies, and finally in his inspiring vocation as 
storyteller of the Palestinian Nakbah.   
Theoretical Framework 
 
 
Following this overview of the Nakbah as the inaugural event of a Palestinian traumatic 
experience silenced by the Zionist enterprise and the project of counter-writing that emerged 
to defy this suppression of traumatic memory, I will now outline how I intend to answer the 
main questions guiding this thesis project, namely: How does Elias Khoury narrate multiple 
episodes of Palestinian traumatic memory? How does he emerge as a counter-writer who 
challenges Israel’s silencing of Palestinian traumatic memory? And finally, how does his 
 
25 Ibid. 
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counter-writing go beyond the literary text to challenge historiographical biases and inspire 
political activism?  
 
To respond to these questions, I choose three Palestine-themed novels from Khoury’s 
rich oeuvre which unveil silenced phases in the post-1948 traumatic Palestinian experience and 
through which the particulars of Khoury’s project of counter-writing can be traced. The first 
work is The Kingdom of Strangers, a 1993 Lebanese-war-themed novella. Written by Khoury 
immediately after the war, the novella counters Lebanon’s institutionalized war amnesia and 
sheds light on the war-associated tragedies experienced by Lebanon’s Palestinian refugee 
community. The second work is Gate of the Sun, Khoury’s 1998 mega-novel which tells the 
story of the 1948 Nakbah especially focusing on the traumatizing loss of Palestine’s Galilee. 
The novel reveals the collective trauma of Galilean peasants who for decades after the Nakbah 
grappled with their new refugee status in Lebanon’s refugee camps. And finally, the third work 
is Children of the Ghetto, My Name Is Adam, a 2016 novel also centered on the Nakbah. The 
novel recounts the loss of Palestine’s Lydda, charts its transformation into Israel’s Lodd, and 
reveals the ensuing ghettoization of Lydda’s remaining Arab residents.  
 
While each novel addresses a different moment in the post-1948 Palestinian experience 
of dispossession, all three come across trauma novels par excellence. In his book The Trauma 
Novel: Contemporary Symbolic Depictions of Collective Disaster, Ronald Granofsky defines 
the trauma novel as a subgenre of fiction in which “the individual trauma at the center of the 
fictional world is linked to a general angst related in turn to the horrors seen to reside at the 
heart of human nature.”26  This novel follows the traumatized protagonist-cum-survivor of a 
 
26 Ronald Granofsky, The Trauma Novel: Contemporary Symbolic Depictions of Collective Disaster (New 
York: Peter Lang Inc., International Academic Publishers, 2012), 2, ProQuest Ebook Central, 
 https://ebookcentral.proquest.com/lib/aucegypt/detail.action?docID=1056624.  
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man-made disaster on their “quest. . . for psychic balance or integration.”27 As such, it shadows 
the survivor as he goes through the “different stages” that typically follow a traumatic event: 
from the fragmentation of the psyche as a result of a traumatic event, to the regression of 
trauma, and finally, if possible, it demonstrates the protagonist’s reunification with his ruptured 
self.28 As he struggles through these post-trauma phases, the protagonist adopts a “retrospective 
point of view” which allows him to access his repressed trauma(s) and to consequently narrate 
them.29 
 
 Following Granofsky’s definition of trauma writing, it can be argued that the three 
aforementioned works by Khoury qualify as trauma novels. Each is centered on a man-made 
disaster which dulls the protagonist’s experience of the world and leaves him battling with a 
psychic imbalance. Additionally, each emerges as the site of its distressed protagonist’s 
anxious search for “psychic balance.”30  As he imagines his way to this sought-after 
equilibrium, each protagonist embarks on a fragmented journey of narrativity. To do so, he 
adopts a retrospective style of narration to tell, and subsequently work through, his older, 
repressed traumas.   
 
In this thesis, I will trace how Khoury’s novels follow their protagonists as they seek to 
reclaim their psychic equilibrium. Towards that end, I will rely on mature psychoanalytic 
theory as developed in the work of Sigmund Freud (1856-1939). Throughout his scholarly 
vocation, Freud, celebrated as the “father of psychoanalysis,” dedicated much effort to 
understanding the human mind and theorizing about problems of the psyche. He developed his 
theory on psychoanalysis across multiple works, but the work I draw on here is his 1961 
 
27 Ibid., 8. 
28 Ibid., 107. 
29 Ibid. 
30Ibid., 8. 
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seminal book, Beyond the Pleasure Principle, which, as James Strachey argues in a foreword 
note, “may be regarded as introducing the final phase” of his opinions on psychoanalysis.31  
Freud was eager to respond to a troubling phenomenon that emerged post-World War I—
whereby soldiers who had survived the war were haunted by repetitive dreams and flashbacks 
from the battlefield. Beyond the Pleasure Principle was his attempt to make sense of this 
recurring phenomenon--how soldiers were gripped by a compulsiveness to repeat their 
traumatic experiences-- and to chart possibilities for psychoanalytic treatment.  
 
Freud understands the repetitive re-enactments of trauma experienced by survivors of 
traumatic events as constitutive of an attack on their mental apparatus. He argues that the 
“cortical layer” is the outermost coating of the mental apparatus which “functions as a special 
envelope or membrane resistant to [external] stimuli.”32 As it resists external stimuli, it relies 
on the Pleasure Principle which mediates these incoming excitations and “keep[s] the quantity 
of excitation present . . . as low as possible or at least . . . keep[s] it constant” and hence saves 
the apparatus from the possibility of “unpleasure.”33  
 
In instances where the external stimuli are exceptionally “strong,” the Pleasure 
Principle fails at saving the organism from the possibility of “unpleasure” and the incoming 
stimuli “break through the protective shield” thus causing a “breach” in this “otherwise 
efficacious barrier.”34  
 
This breach prevents the survivor’s consciousness from processing the incoming 
stimuli, and the latter are immediately integrated into the mental apparatus without there being 
 
31 Sigmund Freud, Beyond the Pleasure Principle, trans. James Starchey (London: Hogarth Press, 1961), xi.  
32 Ibid. 
33 Ibid., 3. 
34 Ibid., 23. 
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a full realization of what occurred, i.e. the reality of the distressing incident is repressed. The 
result is “traumatic neurosis,” which leaves the survivor of a distressing event grappling with 
feelings of fear, fright and anxiety. This trauma, Freud argues, results from the survivor’s “lack 
of any preparedness for [the] anxiety” which occupies him when he experiences the traumatic 
event.35  
 
The mental apparatus reacts to this distressing event by going into a phase of silence, 
what Freud elsewhere describes as the ‘incubation period’ during which the survivor does not 
engage with the distressing event and no post-trauma symptoms can be located. Soon after, the 
un-comprehended traumatic event begins to haunt the traumatized survivor in the form of 
dreams, re-enactments or flashbacks, all three reactions of which happen involuntarily. 
Moreover, these symptoms are marred by repetition: the survivor is “repeatedly” brought back 
to “the situation of [the] accident” in their dreams. 36 As he re-lives the ‘accident’ and 
repetitively “wake[s] up in another fright,” the survivor is eventually able to comprehend and 
make sense of his repressed trauma, thus moving from “a passive into an active role.”37 His 
repetitive performance of the distressing event allows him to “master” the so far repressed 
trauma by “developing the anxiety whose omission was the cause of the traumatic neurosis.”38 
This “compulsion to repeat” and the anxiety it enacts allow the survivor to convert “what is in 
itself unpleasurable into a subject to be recollected and worked over in the mind.”39  
 
I will rely on Freud’s theory of trauma to deliver a psychoanalytically informed reading 
of Khoury’s novels. By “psychoanalytically informed,” I mean a close reading that charts the 
 
35 Ibid. 
36 Ibid. 
37 Ibid. 
38 Ibid. 
39 Ibid. 
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traumatized protagonist’s journey through multiple post-trauma stages: from the rupture that 
attacks the mental apparatus and the ensuing repression of trauma, followed by the silent 
‘incubation’ period that unfolds after a traumatic event, and finally the involuntary re-
enactments of the repressed event that haunt the traumatized individual “in a compulsively 
repetitive manner” in the form of “nightmares, flashbacks, anxiety attacks, and other forms of 
intrusively repetitive behavior.”40  
 
Beyond Freud’s trauma theory, I open up my research to the work of three modern 
trauma theorists who build on Freud’s theory, albeit from different perspectives: Cathy Caruth, 
Dominick LaCapra and Marianne Hirsch.  
 
Cathy Caruth (b.1955) is a trauma theorist and the Frank H. T. Rhodes Professor in the 
Department of English and Comparative Literature at Cornell University. Caruth’s work 
centers on the relation of trauma vis-à-vis literature and her scholarly contributions to 
psychoanalysis revolve around the possibilities of narrativizing trauma. Trauma, Caruth 
implies, needs literature because the latter is capable of “ask[ing] what it means to transmit and 
to theorize around a crisis that is marked, not by a simple knowledge, but by the ways it 
simultaneously defies and demands our witness.”41  
 
Caruth has published widely on the subject of trauma. Some of her important works 
include:   Literature in the Ashes of History (2013) and Listening to Trauma: Conversations 
with Leaders in the Theory and Treatment of Catastrophic Experience (2014). Guided by 
Caruth, I trace how the body of a literary text can become the site of trauma. Towards that end, 
 
40 Dominick LaCapra, Writing History, Writing Trauma (Baltimore: The John Hopkins University Press, 2001), 
81. 
41 Caruth, Unclaimed Experience, 5. 
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I draw on two of her works:  Unclaimed Experience: Trauma, Narrative and History (1996), 
and the edited volume Trauma: Explorations in Memory (1995).  
 
If Caruth approaches trauma from a literary perspective, American historian and 
prominent trauma theorist Dominick LaCapra (b.1939), the Bryce and Edith M. Bowmar 
Professor of Humanistic Studies at Cornell University, is interested in the relationship between 
trauma studies and historiography and in how narratives can bear witness to historical traumas 
and implicate the political projects that stand behind them. LaCapra’s rich oeuvre includes: 
Representing the Holocaust: History, Theory, Trauma (1994), History and Memory after 
Auschwitz (1998), History in Transit: Experience, Identity, Critical Theory and History and Its 
Limits: Human, Animal, Violence (2009).  For the purpose of this thesis, I draw on some of the 
psychoanalytic concepts he introduces in his 2001 seminal work, Writing History, Writing 
Trauma: the first being his differentiation between what he describes as two types of 
“performativity”: acting out and working through.  
 
LaCapra recaps the basic Freudian theory outlined above, namely how the period of 
silence that follows a distressing event attests to “the belated temporality of trauma.”42 The 
silence is soon interrupted by a  range of symptoms which haunt the survivor in an utterly 
involuntary manner and are not “subject to controlled, conscious recall.”43 The survivor 
unconsciously experiences the past traumatic event but is still unable to differentiate “between 
here and there, then and now.”44 This is what constitutes ‘acting out,’ during which “the past 
is performatively regenerated or relived as if it were fully present rather than represented in 
memory and inscription, and it hauntingly returns as the repressed.”45  
 
42 LaCapra, Writing History, 81. 
43 Ibid., 89. 
44 Ibid. 
45 Ibid., 70. 
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As these repetitions ensue, the survivor eventually acquires the required anxiety that 
enables him to comprehend his trauma and start to work it through. This is when the “the past 
becomes accessible to recall in memory and when language functions to provide some measure 
of conscious control, critical distance, and perspective.”46 The survivor “may never” acquire a 
“full transcendence of acting out (or being haunted by revenants and reliving the past in its 
shattering intensity)” but will at least develop “processes of judgement and at least limited 
liability and ethically responsible agency.”47 
 
I also draw on the concept of “empathic unsettlement,” a possibility enabled by 
psychoanalytic treatment whereby individuals can connect with “the traumatic experience of 
others, notably of victims” without the “appropriation of their experience.”48 This possibility 
of empathy can be a powerful way of bringing different traumatic experiences together. It also 
allows for a contextualization of traumatic experiences, thus preventing the emergence of what 
LaCapra describes as “founding traumas.”49 These are “traumas that paradoxically become the 
valorized or intensely cathected basis of identity for an individual or a group.”50 They allow 
their survivors to fetishize their experiences, in turn becoming fixated on their own traumas 
and denying or belittling those experienced by others. To use LaCapra’s words, they “look at 
an earlier trauma as a way of not looking too closely at contemporary traumas.”51 
 
Finally, I draw on the work of Holocaust trauma studies theorist Marianne Hirsch (b. 
1949), the William Peterfield Trent Professor of English and Comparative Literature 
 
46 Ibid., 90. 
47 Ibid. 
48 Ibid., 41.  
49Ibid., 23. 
50 Ibid. 
51 Ibid., 171.  
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at Columbia University and Professor in the Institute for Research on Women, Gender, and 
Sexuality. Some of Hirsch’s most important books include The Generation of Postmemory: 
Writing and Visual Culture After the Holocaust (Columbia University Press, 2012), Rites of 
Return: Diaspora, Poetics and the Politics of Memory, co-edited with Nancy K. Miller 
(Columbia University Press, 2011) and Family Frames: Photography, Narrative, and 
Postmemory (1997).  
Hirsch combines trauma with memory studies, especially focusing on intergenerational 
traumas and the possibilities and limitations they pose to second generations of trauma 
survivors. She tackles these issues in her concept of “postmemory.”  In her article, “The 
Generation of Postmemory,” Hirsch defines postmemory as: 
 
the relationship that the generation after those who witnessed cultural or collective 
trauma bears to the experiences of those who came before, experiences that they 
“remember” only by means of the stories, images, and behaviors among which they 
grew up. But these experiences were transmitted to them so deeply and actively as to 
seem to constitute memories in their own right.52 
 
 
Relying on the work of Caruth, Hirsch and LaCapra, I will show how Khoury’s 
traumatized protagonists recover, comprehend and narrate their repressed traumas. I will trace 
how they open their traumas to narrativity, empathize with other traumatic experiences and 
finally I will show how they contextualize and mediate their inherited traumas.  As they work 
through their traumas, all three protagonists move from a ‘traumatic memory’—the “solitary 
activity” during which the protagonist grapples with recurring haunting symptoms and 
struggles to comprehend his traumatic experience, to a ‘narrative memory’ in which he is 
 
52Marianne Hirsch, “The Generation of Postmemory,” Poetics Today 29, no.1 (Spring 2008): 106-107, 
https://doi.org/10.1215/03335372-2007-019. 
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finally able to talk about his story and launch his plea for help, his narration therefore 
transpiring as “a social act.”53  
 
I will trace how Khoury’s protagonists carry out conscious memory work in which they 
are able to recount their traumatic experiences, while being “able to distinguish between past 
and present and to recognize something as having happened to one (or one’s people) back then 
which is related to, but not identical with, here and now.”54 As they narrate the past through 
“accurate. . . memory work,” our protagonists carry an “active forgetting of the past, or letting 
bygones be bygones.”55 It is a forgetfulness which “allow[s] for critical judgement and 
reinvestment in life, notably social and civic life.”56 
 
It is important to mention that I dispute classical trauma theory’s methodological 
limitation, i.e. its focus on the inter-psychical and its subsequent exclusion of the historical and 
political triggers of traumatic events. As such, I position my theoretical framework within 
recent attempts in the academy to decolonize trauma studies by implicating the ethical and 
political limitations of trauma theory and re-politicizing the traumatic. Such re-politicization 
requires that we, as writers and researchers of trauma, grasp the extra-psychical possibilities of 
trauma. One way we can do that is by moving away from an “event-based model” of thinking 
about trauma to looking at ongoing traumatic events.57 Instead of asking “what happened?” to 
capture the nuances of a traumatic incident, a question which “assumes that trauma is 
concentrated in an incident of the past, and that present circumstances are innocent of enduring 
 
53 Bessel A.Van Der Kolk and Onnon Van Der Hart, “The Intrusive Past: The Flexibility of Memory and the 
Engraving of Trauma,” in Trauma: Explorations in Memory, ed. Cathy Caruth (The John Hopkins University 
Press, 1995), 163.    
54 LaCapra, Writing History, 66. 
55 Ibid., 96. 
56 Ibid.,70. 
57 Norman Saadi Nikro, “Researching Trauma: Some Methodological Considerations for the Humanities,” Meta 
Journal 11 (2018): 18, https://doi.org/10.17192/meta.2018.11.7786.  
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trauma, ” we shall begin asking ‘what is happening?’58 This shift will allow us to capture the 
circumstances that cause trauma and to also implicate them. 
 
Following these recent interventions in trauma theory, I will show how Khoury’s 
encoding of traumatic memory demonstrates how trauma both intersects with and is a product 
of external circumstances. I will argue that Khoury contextualizes trauma and connects it to 
the political and historical forces that produce it. His narration of trauma implicates structures 
of power that both cause and prolong this open wound. The Palestinian trauma that is captured 
in Khoury’s works is an ongoing would primarily because the stressors of the traumatic event—
as well as the grand narratives they uphold– are still active. The Nakbah therefore emerges as 
a continuing event. 
 
Thesis Structure  
 
In each chapter, I will offer a close reading of one novel. Read respectively, the three 
novels allow us to follow the different stages that make up Khoury’s construction of a 
Palestinian trauma narrative.  
 
In chapter one, I look at The Kingdom of Strangers and argue that the protagonist’s 
narration becomes his way of both making sense of and surviving an ongoing traumatic event. 
His disjointed narration of trauma is powered by a sense of guilt over having survived a 
traumatic event while fellow Lebanese/Palestinians have died. His survival technique is to re-
enact stories of real-life heroes-cum-strangers who have been silenced in one way or another. 
He incorporates these real-life accounts of ‘strangers’ into his act of telling, the Palestinian for 
 
58 Ibid., 20. 
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his part emerging as one such stranger. We see how the Palestinian comes to have his share of 
suffering, once as an unwelcome refugee in Lebanon and a second time as the silenced 
Palestinian who is exiled from both home and history.  
 
In chapter two, I move to Gate of the Sun and argue that Khoury presents a patchy 
collage of individual traumas that together tug at a collective Palestinian memory. Khalil 
follows in the footsteps of Scheherazade by engaging in an act of telling and retelling of the 
story of Palestinians since the unfolding of the Nakbah. He narrates Yunis’ earlier traumatic 
moment, merging it with his own, but doing so for a whole different reason: unlike Yunis, 
Khalil wants to transcend the older generation’s ongoing denial of trauma. I argue that Khalil 
chooses to work through his trauma by critically engaging with the Palestinian traumatic legacy 
and by refusing to take part in the fetishization of memory.  
 
In chapter three, I look at Children of the Ghetto, My Name Is Adam and show how 
Adam responds to his personal trauma by metaphorizing Palestine, before a traumatizing 
encounter pushes him to give up allegory and tap into his older traumas. The second half of the 
novel becomes the site of Adam’s acting out and working through of his trauma(s): he tells us 
of his family’s survival during the Lydda massacre of 1948, how the Zionists transformed the 
city into a ghetto; and finally how this traumatic event, particularly its narration, was muted.  
 
While much scholarly attention has been devoted to Elias Khoury’s Palestine-themed 
works, his mega-project on Palestinian trauma writing remains understudied. Moreover, 
critical readings of Khoury’s work have for the most part focused on single texts, without 
putting his different works in conversation with one another. This thesis project benefits from 
previous academic engagements with Khoury’s work in as much as it seeks to tap into yet 
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unexplored aspects of the novelist’s literary world. It does so by tracing continuities and 
abruptions between and across these different narratives. Moreover, choosing three texts that 
are years apart in publication time allows this project to uncover the different phases that make 
up Khoury’s writing, particularly how he moves from shy attempts at an experimental mode 
of writing to highly deconstructive ways of narration.  
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The Kingdom of Strangers:  
Inscribing the Lebanese Civil War Trauma 
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Introduction  
 
In this chapter, I start by sketching an autobiography of Khoury as an entry point for 
speaking about his Palestine-themed novels. I argue that his personal and professional 
trajectories both shape and inspire his writing on Palestine. Next, I move to discussing 
Khoury’s 1993 novella Mamlakat al-ghurabā’ (Kingdom of Strangers, 1996) and situate it 
within a wave of anti-amnesia writing which emerged after the Lebanese Civil War (1975-
1990). Next, I show how the novella’s narrator-protagonist comes out of the war both defeated 
and traumatized. As victim-witness, he grapples with an overwhelming guilt which is 
compounded by his inability to capture the entirety of his trauma. He responds to this guilt by 
narrating the traumatic experiences of war victims, including those experienced by Lebanon’s 
Palestinian refugee community who have their traumatic share of the war during the Shatila 
massacre and the subsequent War of the Camps.  The text becomes the site of two concurrent 
traumas: the narrator’s own trauma over having witnessed the war and survived it, followed by 
the traumatic experiences of Palestinian refugees inside Beirut’s camps.  
 
Khoury’s Identification with Palestine 
 
In a 2009 interview with Banipal magazine, Khoury attributes his early discovery of 
“Arab culture” to his grandmother.59 He says that he grew “used to read[ing] classical Arabic 
poetry with her” and reminisces about how she “would recite most of the classical poetry by 
heart, all the poems of Imru’ al-Qays.”60  
 
59 “Elias Khoury: Interview from Banipal,” Prague Writers’ Festival, January 15, 2009, 
http://www.pwf.cz/archivy/texts/interviews/elias-khoury-interview-from-banipal_1796.html. 
60 Ibid. 
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Khoury was born on July 12, 1948, itself the year of the Palestinian Nakbah whose 
political and historical implications would inform his future works. Born into an Orthodox 
Christian family, his father was a manager at the Mobil oil company and his mother was a 
housewife. He grew up and went to school in the East Beirut neighborhood of Ashrafiyya: 
 
Ashrafiyya was a village inside a city. So I can say that my childhood had two aspects: 
it took place in a big city and was protected by a village inside the big city…. [it] had 
all the aspects of a village: the large olive orchard in Karm az-zaytun, the fields in Syufi, 
and the old yellow Beiruti houses surrounded by trees.61  
 
 
Khoury’s literary writing was inspired by his early encounter with literature. As 
intimated earlier, his grandmother’s storytelling gave Khoury a firm grounding in the 
repertoire of classical Arabic literature and shaped his future attempts to “cross the frontiers 
between reality and the imaginary and to read life as a journey in unknown places.”62 He was 
especially influenced by Alf laylah wa-laylah (The Arabian Nights) which introduced him to 
“the pleasure of story-telling” and revealed to him how “life in the village of Ashrafiyya was 
like a story.”63 His relationship with literature would only grow stronger over the following 
years, and his early discovery of Albert Camus’s The Stranger would inspire him to identify 
himself “as a writer.”64 From this point on, Khoury became “obsessed with literature.”65 
 
Khoury’s scholarly interest in history and his commitment to challenging 
historiographical biases lie at the heart of his literary project. As a PhD student at the École 
Pratique des Hautes Études in the early 1970s, Khoury was stunned to discover that “the whole 
 
61 Ibid. 
62 Ibid. 
63 Ibid. 
64 Robyn Creswell, “Elias Khoury, The Art of Fiction,” The Paris Review, Spring 2017, 
https://www.theparisreview.org/interviews/6940/elias-khoury-the-art-of-fiction-no-233-elias-khoury. 
65 Ibid. 
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history of modern Lebanon was a history of civil war.”66 From the 1840-1860 Mount Lebanon 
Civil War to the 1958 Lebanon crisis, this long episode of Lebanese traumatic memory was 
absent from historiographical works. Concerned that this undocumented history meant that the 
Lebanese “had no present, either,” Khoury took it upon himself to document missing episodes 
of Lebanon’s modern history in his literary writing.67  
 
Similarly, Beiruti literary circles helped Khoury shape his historically-informed literary 
project. In the early seventies, he joined the editorial board of Mawaqif, a bimonthly cultural 
journal founded in 1968 by Syrian poet Ali Ahmad Said Esber (Adonis) and conceived of as 
“an organ of the Arab New Left.”68 The journal had a progressive understanding of culture, its 
manifesto declaring that: 
 
Culture [in this magazine] is struggle—the unity of thinking and doing. It is culture that 
does not intend to interpret the world, life, and the human person except for one 
purpose: to change the world, life, and the human person.69  
 
 
Within this progressive atmosphere, Khoury and other members of the Mawaqif group 
sought to throw off the shackles of the romantic school which had thus far “dominated” 
Lebanese literature.70 Theirs was a protest against Arabic Romanticism and its poet-prophet 
archetype of Gibran Kahlil Gibran, both of which were a direct legacy of the Nahdah. They 
were specifically critical of the Nahdah’s repression of “the heritage of the inhitat” and “the 
heritage of the spoken and the lived.”71 Against these multiple repressions, Khoury and other 
 
66 “Elias Khoury in Beirut Review,” Prague Writers’ Festival, January 15, 2009, 
http://www.pwf.cz/archivy/texts/interviews/elias-khoury-in-beirut-review_1794.html. 
67 Creswell, “Elias Khoury.” 
68 Robyn Creswell, City of Beginnings: Poetic Modernism in Beirut (New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 
2019), 181. 
https://books.google.com.eg/books?id=XUBhDwAAQBAJ&lpg=PP1&pg=PP1#v=onepage&q&f=false. 
69 Ibid.  
70 Ibid.  
71 Ibid.  
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writers of his generation were adamant on writing literary works that resembled the “very 
hybrid way of living.”72  
 
Khoury’s ideological inclinations and his life-long political activism seep into his 
literary works. His political disillusionment at the 1967 Naksah and the subsequent 
dispossession of 325,000 Palestinians, coupled with the advent of anti-colonialist movements 
in Africa, Asia and Latin America in the late sixties, inspired him to volunteer with Jordan-
based Fatah when he was only 19. Reflecting on this experience in a 2012 interview with the 
Daily Beast, he says:  
 
After the defeat of 1967, the flow of new Palestinian refugees was catastrophic. I 
thought at that time our moral engagement released us to fight back...We were in the 
Vietnam War, we were in Che Guevara, we were in a world where there was this central 
idea that we have to change the world, and we have to do all our best to change it...If 
you identified with the Palestinians, you had to do it. there was no other way.73 
 
 
Palestine is evidently central to Khoury’s literary project. There seems to be many 
reasons behind his identification with the Palestinian experience, primary among them is his 
early exposure to the Palestinian Nakbah. As an elementary school boy in the 1950s, Khoury 
befriended some of his Palestinian schoolmates who had just arrived in Lebanon as refugees 
following the 1948 Nakbah. His affinity with the Palestinian cause would continue to grow 
over the next years, manifested by how he spent his high school years teaching in the 
Palestinians camps of Beirut.74 Furthermore, his volunteer work in the camps would decades 
 
72 Ibid.  
73 Jacob Silverman, “Elias Khoury: Profile of the Essential Arab Novelist Today,” The Daily Beast, March 8, 
2012, https://www.thedailybeast.com/elias-khoury-profile-of-the-essential-arab-novelist-today. 
74 Marcia Lynx Qualey, “Dinner with Elias Khoury,” Your Middle East, November 8, 2015, 
https://yourmiddleeast.com/2015/11/08/dinner-with-elias-khoury/. 
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later inspire him to collect stories from Lebanon’s Palestinian refugees and rework them into a 
novel, culminating in his 2002 magnum opus Gate of the Sun.75 
 
Moreover, Khoury’s involvement with Palestinian cultural life in Lebanon reinforced 
his identification with Palestine. For years he served as editor and researcher at Shu’un 
Filastiniyah (Journal of Palestinian Affairs), the PLO’s official journal, then managed by 
Palestinian poet Mahmoud Darwish.76 It was the early seventies; the heyday of the Palestinian 
national movement in Lebanon. The PLO had moved its guerrilla base to West Beirut following 
the events of Aylūl al-Aswad (Black September, 16-27 September 1972) and the subsequent 
expulsion of Palestinian political leaders from Jordan.77 Beirut quickly emerged as the center 
of Palestinian-armed struggle against Israel.78  
 
Khoury’s involvement in the Lebanese Civil War on the side of the PLO-Lebanese 
National Movement coalition forces cannot be separated from his aforementioned commitment 
to the Palestinian cause.79 He did not engage in direct warfare during the war but spent the War 
of the Camps “recross[ing] dangerous territory...delivering vital supplies to besieged friends 
and comrades.”80 Reflecting back on his years as a fidā’i, Khoury says that he “can do it again 
 
75 Guy Mannes-Abbott, “Elias Khoury: Myth and Memory in the Middle East,” The Independent, November 18, 
2005, https://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/books/features/elias-khoury-myth-and-memory-in-the-
middle-east-515728.html. 
76 Jeremy Harding, “Jeremy Harding goes to Beirut to Meet the Novelist Elias Khoury,” London Review of 
Books, November 16, 2006, https://www.lrb.co.uk/v28/n22/jeremy-harding/jeremy-harding-goes-to-beirut-to-
meet-the-novelist-elias-khoury.  
77 Laleh Khalili, Heroes and Martyrs of Palestine: The Politics of National Commemoration (Cambridge, UK; 
New York: Cambridge University Press, 2007,) 50. 
78 Laleh Khalili, “Commemorating Battles and Massacres in the Palestinian Refugee Camps of Lebanon,” 
American Behavioral Scientist 51, no. 11 (July 2008): 1562, 
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/pdf/10.1177/0002764208316357. 
79 Harding, “Jeremy Harding.” 
80 Ibid. 
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now, if needed,” except that that he is now “wiser and can figure out whether it’s needed or 
not.”81  
 
All these aspects come together in Khoury’s Palestinian trauma narratives, beginning 
with The Kingdom of Strangers. The novella was among a number of works penned by Khoury 
between the seventies and nineties with the Lebanese Civil War as their main theme. These 
included: Little Mountain (1977), White Masks (1981), City Gates (1981) and The Journey of 
Little Gandhi (1989).  
 
Together, these works challenged the Lebanese parliament’s approval in August 1991 
of general amnesty for all war-related crimes committed during the war.82 This amnesia project 
faultily accused Lebanon’s Palestinian refugee community of initiating the war, designating 
the Lebanese Civil War as “the war of/for the others.”83 According to Craig Larkin, a Middle 
Eastern Studies scholar and Senior Lecturer in Comparative Politics of the Middle East at 
King’s College London, placing the blame on Lebanon’s Palestinians allowed the Lebanese 
political establishment to put together “a blurred and superficial historiography that removed 
the need for critical examination, justice or remorse.”84 Put differently, this historiographical 
repression helped war actors deny responsibility for the vast traumatization they inflicted on 
Lebanese and Palestinians alike.  
 
 
81 Sophia Efthimiatou, “Elias Khoury: Interview,” Granta, February 1, 2013, https://granta.com/interview-elias-
khoury/.   
82 Ibid. 
83 Sune Haugbolle, “Public and Private Memory of the Lebanese Civil War,” Comparative Studies of South 
Asia, Africa and the Middle East 25, no. 1 (2005): 198, https://muse.jhu.edu/article/185344. 
84 Craig Larkin, “Beyond the War? The Lebanese Postmemory Experience,” Int. J. Middle East Studies 42 
(2010), 618, 10.1017/S002074381000084X.  
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A group of post-war novelists, comprising Khoury, Rashid al-Daif, Hassan Daoud, 
Hoda Barakat, Rabi’ Jabir, and Rabih Alameddine, among others, were adamant to write 
against this post-war amnesia and proceeded to re-inscribe the war’s repressed traumatic 
memory into their works.   According to Zeina Halabi, Assistant Professor of Arabic 
Literature at the American University of Beirut,  these post-war novelists voiced their 
“anxieties about erasure and the interrupted work of national mourning,” and thus put forth 
an image of the Lebanese intellectual “as a guardian of collective memory.”85 Moreover, 
some of them, including Khoury and Daif, were involved in the war, fighting alongside the 
PLO-Lebanese National Movement coalition. Their post-war writing was one way they could 
work through the apparent failure of their ideology, manifest in how the PLO-Lebanese 
coalition had lost the war, and to make sense of their subsequent post-war disillusionment.  
Khoury comments on this collective sense of defeat in a 2009 interview saying: 
We were trying to build a new type of democratic and secular regime in a part of the 
world which had never experienced such a regime. It didn’t work. We failed, and people 
like me were defeated.86 
 
 
The Kingdom of Strangers 
The Kingdom of Strangers was published three years after the end of the Lebanese Civil 
War. An English translation by Paula Haydar appeared in 1996. Set during the war, the novella 
is in many ways a meditation on trauma as a by-product of man-made disasters. A disillusioned 
Lebanese narrator, himself a former PhD student of Palestinian folkloric memory at Columbia 
University, emerges out of the war as observer of trauma and traumatized survivor 
concurrently. As Beirut is reduced to rubble, he is frightened by the defeat of the human body 
in the face of war—the mangled body parts of Lebanese and Palestinian victims unsettle and 
 
85 Zeina G. Halabi, “The Unbearable Heaviness of Being: The Suicide of the Intellectual in Rabīʿ Jābir’s Rālf 
Rizqallāh through the Looking Glass,” Journal of Arabic Literature 44 (2013): 53, 10.1163/1570064x-
12341256.   
86 “Elias Khoury in Beirut Review.” 
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terrorize him. His trauma is exacerbated by his own defeat as a freedom fighter, suggestively 
on the side of the PLO-Lebanese National Movement coalition. The text follows him as he 
attempts to make sense of his war-induced trauma, interlacing his own narration of trauma with 
narratives by other Lebanese and Palestinian characters.  
 This novella presents itself as pure mise en abˆıme and captures the nuances of 
complex trauma that transpires in the lives of multiple ‘strangers’ following the end of the war. 
Khoury’s retrieval of Palestinian traumatic memory is achieved not by following a traditional 
plot structure but through a nonlinear and disjointed narrative. Stories blend onto stories, 
leading Dalia Said Mostafa to suggest that Khoury takes inspiration from Scheherazade, the 
famed storyteller of his favorite Arabian Nights.87 
Other characters in the novella include Mary, the narrator’s lover who accompanies 
him on walks around the streets of Beirut and engages in dialogic exchanges with him about 
writing and storytelling. There is also Emil, the narrator’s friend, himself an Israeli-officer-
turned-PhD student at Columbia University who quits the Israeli army following the 1967 war. 
Of the Palestinian characters whose traumatic stories are recounted in the text there is the 
character of Ali Abu Tawq, also a friend of the narrator’s who is killed during the Shatila 
massacre; and Nabeela, another long-time friend of the narrator’s who is assassinated during 
the War of the Camps. There is also Faysal who loses his whole family during the Shatila 
massacre and is later killed during the War of the Camps. He is mourned by Dr.Yanu, a Shatila-
based Palestinian doctor who witnesses the massacre first-hand and struggles with guilt over 
his inability to save the victims. Finally, there is the character of Fawzi al-Qawuqji, general 
 
87 Dalia Said Mostafa, “Literary Representations of Trauma, Memory, and Identity in the Novels of Elias 
Khoury and Rabī’ Jābir,” Journal of Arabic Literature 40, no. 2 (2009): 228, 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/25598005.  
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commander of the 1948 Arab Rescue Army who survives the Nakbah and goes on to suffer 
from a jumbled-up memory. 
Khoury’s post-war trauma writing has received much scholarly attention. In her article 
“The Arab Artist's Role in Society: Three Case Studies: Naguib Mahfouz, Tayeb Salih and 
Elias Khoury,” Mona Takieddine Amyuni argues that Khoury’s post-war novels mirror “war-
torn Beirut, dismembered Beirut, fragmented Beirut” by picturing the “torn up bodies, 
destroyed streets, decimated houses, lost stories, punctuated by the haunting refrain.”88  
Nouri Gana further dwells on Khoury’s trauma writing in his article “Formless Form: 
Elias Khoury's City Gates and the Poetics of Trauma.” He argues that Khoury’s post-war 
novels “bear witness to the traumatic event retrospectively, at the moment of its discursive 
recall and recreation.”89 Writing about Khoury’s City Gates, another Lebanese-Civil-War-
themed novel, Nouri asserts that the text “performs the unbearable plotlessness of trauma. . . 
even while submitting to the rhythmic vacillation between the repetition of trauma and the 
return to the traumatic event.”90 
Khoury’s literary style is the focus of a study by Karim Abuawad titled “Elias Khoury’s 
Little Mountain: The Lebanese Civil War and the Aesthetics of Revolution.” Abuawad argues 
that Little Mountain, which is also centered on the Lebanese Civil War, is an example of the 
“fragmentary narrative style for which many of Khoury’s novels are known.” He adds that “the 
novel’s fragmentariness is most evident in the repetitive structure.”91 In her article “Literary 
 
88 Mona Takieddine Amyuni, “The Arab Artist's Role in Society. Three Case Studies: Naguib Mahfouz, Tayeb 
Salih and Elias Khoury,” Arabic & Middle Eastern Literature 2, no. 2, (1999): 215, 
https://doi.org/10.1080/13666169908718225.  
89 Nouri Gana, “Formless Form: Elias Khoury's City Gates and the Poetics of Trauma,” Comparative Literature 
Studies 47, no. 4 (2010): 513, https://muse.jhu.edu/article/415268. 
90 Ibid., 517. 
91 Karim Abuawad, “Elias Khoury’s Little Mountain: The Lebanese Civil War and the Aesthetics of 
Revolution,” Studies in the Novel 49, no.1, (2017): 90, https://muse.jhu.edu/article/651486.  
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Representations of Trauma, Memory, and Identity in the Novels of Elias Khoury and Rabī’ 
Jābir,” Dalia Said Mostafa suggests that Khoury’s post-war writing is a “'montage  of countless 
images, details and remains, which are juxtaposed to one another in order to reflect a surrealist 
portrait of a disheveled man walking alone in a destroyed city.”92  
Sune Haugbolle situates The Kingdom of Strangers within the aforementioned subgenre 
of first-person trauma writing which sought to counter the state-sponsored “culture of amnesia” 
that emerged after the war.93 In a short review of the novella, Barbara Harlow finds much to 
appreciate about the novella’s engagement with the “combined processes of narration and 
historiography” which “both complement and compete with each other in the contest for the 
record."”94 She adds that The Kingdom of Strangers presents “a case for the activism of stories 
in the continuing reconstruction of a historical record.”95 The novella’s preoccupation with 
historiography is echoed in Fabio Caiani’s article, “‘My Name is Yālū,’ The Development of 
Metafiction in Ilyās Khūrī's Work.”  Caiani reads the novella as an example of metafiction, 
describing it as a “text which includes a novel and also passages related to literary criticism.”96 
He adds that Khoury’s metafiction “promotes a reflection on the workings of human memory 
and the way history is written.”97 
Who Killed the Storyteller? 
 
As The Kingdom of Strangers opens, the narrator is standing before the Dead Sea, 
looking onto the Jordan Valley:  
 
92 Mostafa, “Literary Representations of Trauma,” 218. 
93 Haugbolle, “Public and Private Memory,” 194. 
94 Barbara Harlow, review of The Kingdom of Strangers, by Paula Haydar and Elias Khoury, Comparative 
Literature 49, no.4 (Autumn 1997): 369, https://www.jstor.org/stable/1771538. 
95 Ibid. 
96 Fabio Caiani, “‘My Name is Yālū,’ The Development of Metafiction in Ilyās Khūrī's Work,” Middle Eastern 
Literatures 10, no. 2 (2007): 139, https://doi.org/10.1080/14752620701437523.  
97 Ibid.,137.   
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All the stories I know and don’t know came together there on the bank chipped out of 
that salty, gray sea. A gray sea that doesn’t look like other seas, and behind us cities 
that slide down into the Jordan Valley as though being swallowed, one by one, down 
into the earth, down to a place that cannot be reached, to stories that go on and on, that 
seem to have no end.98 
 
Our first-person anonymous narrator is a writer and former PhD student of Palestinian 
folkloric memory at Columbia University. He has just returned from a trip to the Jordan Valley 
where he was suggestively involved in the Lebanese Civil War. According to Nouri Gana, the 
absence of the omniscient narrator typical of realistic fiction suggests that our narrator “is 
himself both alienated from himself and his surroundings.”99 Our narrator therefore emerges 
as a tragic hero.  
The whole text alternates between the Dead Sea as the place from which he meditates 
on the ontology of his unfolding story, and Beirut whose war-torn streets and camps move the 
plot forward. In the next scene the narrator is back in Beirut with the bitter taste of defeat and 
engages in the following conversation with his beloved Mary:   
 
And when does the story end?  
When the storyteller dies. 
And when does the storyteller die?  
Here you have to change the question. You have to ask, ‘Who killed the storyteller? 
And who killed the storyteller? she asked.  
I don’t know.100  
 
 
98 Elias Khoury, The Kingdom of Strangers, trans. Paula Haydar (Fayetteville: University of Arkansas Press, 
1996), 8. The text in Arabic:  حلاملا رحبلا كلذ نم ةروسكملا ةفضلا كلت ىلع ،كانه تعمتجا اهفرعأ لا و اهفرعأ يتلا تاياكحلا لك"
 نكمي لا ناكم ىلإ .ضرلأا تحت ىلإ طقاستت اهنأك ،ندرلأا روغ وحن قلزنت ندم انفلخو ،راحبلا هبشي لا يدامر رحب .ايدامر هنول ناك يذلا
".يهتنت لا اهنأك و رودتو رودت تاياكح ىلإ ،هيلإ لوصولا 
99 Gana “Formless Form,” 529.  
100 Khoury, The Kingdom, 8-9.  The text in Arabic: ."؟ةصقلا يهتنت ىتمو"" 
 نيح"."يوارلا تومي  
."؟يوارلا تومي ىتمو" 
."يوارلا لتق نم يلأست نأ بجي ،لاؤسلا رييغت بجي انه" 
 .تلأس ،"يوارلا لتق نمو" 
 "."فرعأ لا" 
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Two tensions set the tone for the ensuing narrative: the killing of the storyteller as a 
result of post-war amnesia: “And who killed the storyteller?” and the traumatic stories he has 
come to witness: “stories that go on and on, that seem to have no end.” Both tensions are further 
compounded by the narrator’s own trauma which he reveals when he describes having returned 
from the Jordan Valley “with memories” “covering him, “rather than dust” and his “desire for 
life now dry and bitter.”101 
 
The narrator’s trauma, as the text slowly reveals, emanates from his own sense of defeat 
following his loss in the war:  
 
I told her [Samia] we would change the world. I spoke to her about changing the world 
not knowing what I was saying. I said we would change the world, because that’s what 
we used to say.102  
 
Instead of changing the world, the disillusioned narrator and his fellow comrades come 
face to face with death: 
Has the world changed? she asked. This time she didn’t hesitate when she asked, and 
she didn’t swallow half of her words as she always did. I was the one who hesitated, 
for I hadn’t changed the world. But I had discovered the most basic thing, the most 
commonplace and naïve thing. I discovered that I was going to die, because men die. 
When I discovered the world, death changed, or vice versa—when I discovered death, 
the world changed. I didn’t change it. I saw it. and when I saw, everything changed—I 
and he and you and she.103 
 
Following Freud’s theory of trauma, we see how the Lebanese Civil War trauma 
assaults the narrator’s mental apparatus, causing a rupture in the outermost cortical layer, i.e. 
 
101 Ibid., 8.  The text in Arabic:  "افشان و ارم اهمعط راص ةايحلا ةبغرو ،رابغلا لدب ينيطغت تايركذلا و ةرملا هذه تعجر امدنع" 
102 Ibid.,9. The text in Arabic:  ملاعلا ريغن تلق .لوقأ ام يعأ نأ ريغ نم ملاعلا رييغت نع اهتثدح .ملاعلا ريغنس اننأب اهل تلق ينأ ةقيقحلا"
 ".كلذ لوقن انك اننلأ 
103 Ibid.,10.  The text in Arabic: .تلأس ،"؟ملاعلا ريغت له"" 
 ،تلأس نيح مثعلتت مل ةرملا هذهو ءايشلأا طسبأ تفشتكا يننكلو ،ملاعلا ريغأ مل انأف ،مثعلت يذلا انأ .امئاد لعفت تناك امك اهتاملك فصن علتبت مل
اهرثكأو  ريغت توملا تفشتكا امدنع ،سكعلاب وأ توملا ريغت ملاعلا تفشتكا امدنع و ،تومي ناسنلإا نلأ تومأس يننأ تفشتكا ،ةجاذس و ةهادب
أ ،هريغأ مل انأ .ملاعلا ".يهو متنأو وهو انأ ،ءيش لك ريغت تيأر نيحو ،هتيأر ان  
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his consciousness. The Pleasure Principle is unable to protect the mental apparatus from these 
invading excitations. As such, these external stimuli pass through the mental apparatus with 
their “original intensity” and without any mediation, thus resulting in traumatic neurosis.104 
According to Cathy Caruth, the result of this invasion is a “breach in the mind’s experience of 
time, self, and the world.”105 The traumatic event—in this case the Lebanese Civil War-is 
“experienced too soon, too unexpectedly, to be fully known and is therefore not available to 
consciousness.”106 Because it overwhelms consciousness’ ability to capture it in its entirety, 
the event circumvents the mental apparatus’ cortical layer without being “registered” in the 
victim’s consciousness.107 
 
The narrator’s “When I saw, everything changed” is an indication of the breach that 
occurs in his own experience of the world:  He goes from wanting to change his surroundings, 
as is evidenced by his involvement in the war, to experiencing defeat and stumbling upon death. 
His “I didn’t change it. I saw it” signals the opening of this rupture. But it is a rupture 
exacerbated by an excessive feeling of guilt which is noticeable when he says: “The only flaw 
in my story is that I didn’t die.”108 The narrator’s feeling of defeat is aggravated by the fact that 
he has witnessed a traumatic event and stayed alive. As a survivor of trauma, he is overridden 
with guilt, what in trauma literature is described as “the syndrome of the survivor of extreme 
situations.”109 According to Caruth, this sense of guilt exemplifies how “survival itself...can be 
a crisis.”110  
Having communicated his guilt, he announces his narrative intention as follows: 
 
 
104 Freud, Beyond, xi.  
105 Caruth, Unclaimed Experience, 4. 
106 Ibid. 
107 Ibid., 6. 
108 Khoury, The Kingdom, 15. The text in Arabic: ".تمأ مل يننأ وه يتياكح يف ديحولا للخلا" 
109 Angela Connolly, “Healing the Wounds of our Fathers: Intergenerational Trauma, Memory, Symbolization 
and Narrative,” Journal of Analytical Psychology 56 (2011): 608, http://doi.org/ 0021-8774/2011/5605/607.  
110 Caruth, Unclaimed Experience, 9. 
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This is how the living absolve themselves of having betrayed the dead, with a few 
sympathetic words about them that have absolutely no meaning. We betray the dead, 
constantly. Writing about them is the ultimate betrayal of the dead. No, this is not 
correct. The very fact that we continue to live, in spite of all this death, is the ultimate 
betrayal. And we take refuge in memories to avoid being disloyal.111 
 
 
And a second time when he says: “Heroes die. We, on the other hand, tell their 
stories.”112  It is this very guiltiness over having survived while others have died that motivates 
the act of storytelling that follows. As the narrative unfolds, our narrator repeatedly asks: “What 
am I writing about?”113 His answer comes in the form of an internally fragmented narration of 
traumas as experienced by himself and others.  He launches his narrative from the heart of 
Lebanon’s devastated refugee camps.  
 
Inside Shatila Camp: Mapping Palestinian Trauma  
 
In a photo-text series titled “The City that Exploded Slowly,” Leslie Hakim-Dowek, a 
London based artist of Lebanese origin, counters Lebanese war amnesia by embarking on “a 
process of mental mapping” in which she “mark[s] the sites of violence, personal trauma and 
the ever-shifting boundaries in a city seen in a constant process of erosion and dissolution.”114 
She describes her photographic journey as a “memento mori that makes real a loss and helps 
one to apprehend it by capturing a reality that we would otherwise not see.”115  
 
 
111 Khoury, The Kingdom, 17.  The text in Arabic:  .اهل ىنعم لا يتلا ةيفطاعلا تاملكلا ضعبب ىتوملل مهتانايخ ءايحلأا رربي اذكه"
ايخ وه ،توملا اذه لك مغر ةايحلا يف انرارمتسا درجم .احيحص سيل اذه نكل .مهتنايخ ةورذ يه مهنع ةباتكلا ،مئاد لكشب ىتوملا نوخن نحن .ةن
يركذلل أجلن كلذلو".نوخن لا يك تا  
112 Ibid., 10. The text in Arabic:  ".مهتاياكح يورنف نحن امأ و ،نوتومي لاطبلأا" 
113 Ibid., 9. The text in Arabic: "؟بتكأ مع" 
114 Leslie Hakim-Dowek, “The City that Exploded Slowly,” Contemporary French and Francophone Studies 
18, no.5 (2014): 587, https://doi.org/10.1080/17409292.2014.976383.  
115 Ibid., 588. 
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Following in Dowek’s steps, the narrator, who besides the clear intention of countering 
amnesia is narrating his own trauma and trying to work it through, sets off to mark the sites of 
trauma in war-torn Beirut. He launches his quest from the very heart of Shatila camp where he 
goes “searching for the story and the heroes.”116 
 
As mentioned earlier, the PLO’s political and military power peaked in the early 
seventies. Following its expulsion from Jordan in 1970, the organization quickly transformed 
Lebanon into its new guerilla base. This transformation was in large part enabled by the Cairo 
Accords (2 November 1969) “which granted administrative autonomy to the Palestinian 
refugee camps” and “allowed the use of Lebanese territories as a base for attacking vital Israeli 
positions.”117 Now in Beirut, the PLO’s immediate goal was to control the camps and recruit 
future guerilla fighters. Soon enough, the organization was launching guerilla attacks on Israel 
from its south Lebanon base, the latter therefore emerging as the site of fierce Israeli 
retaliations. While the PLO had the fervent support of Lebanon’s leftist organizations, the rest 
of Lebanese society was increasingly polarized about the Palestinian issue. When the Lebanese 
Civil War erupted in 1975, the animosity towards Palestinians had reached a new height, 
manifest in how Lebanon’s Palestinian camps were punished for supporting the PLO and 
reportedly dragging Lebanon into warfare with Israel.   
 
One such punishment came on 16 September 1982 when the Sabra and Shatila camps 
came under heinous attacks by Lebanese Phalange militias, culminating in the Sabra and 
Shatila massacres (16-18 September 1982). PLO leaders and militants had just been ousted 
from Lebanon following the 1982 Israeli invasion of Beirut and the ensuing forced 
 
116 Khoury, The Kingdom, 85. The text in Arabic: ".اهلاطبأ نع و ةياكحلا نع ثحبأ تنك" 
117 Zeina Halabi, “Exclusion and Identity in Lebanon’s Palestinian Refugee Camps: A Story of Sustained 
Conflict,” Environment & Urbanization 16, no. 2 (2004): 40, https://doi.org/10.1630/0956247042309928. 
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disarmament of the camps.118 Adamant to totally crush the remaining Palestinian refugee 
community, Phalange militias stormed the disarmed camps with the support of West Beirut-
based Israeli forces and over the span of 43 hours killed thousands of Palestinian refugees. 
After the massacres, the Palestinian refugee community “retreated further into the camps, 
became more suspicious of the Lebanese state and the non-refugee population, and vowed 
never to disarm the camps again.”119 
 
A second equally traumatic moment came with the Second War of the Camps (1985-
1988) when intermittent sieges of a number of refugee camps, including the camps of Sabra 
and Shatila, caused widescale destruction of both sites. Behind this siege warfare stood Amal, 
a Syria-backed Shiite political organization. As mentioned earlier, the PLO had spent the years 
prior to its expulsion from Lebanon launching guerrilla attacks against Israel from its base in 
south Lebanon, in turn prompting Israeli reprisal attacks. Many Shiite families were displaced 
as a result and relocated to south Beirut, where they took refuge in the same shanty towns and 
camps that accommodated the Palestinian refugee community.120 When in the mid-eighties the 
PLO launched attempts to reclaim its military and political power in Beirut, the Shiites, backed 
by Syria and still bitter over their displacement as a result of Palestinian guerilla warfare, 
crushed the PLO’s hopes for re-armament by launching a fierce siege on the camps.121 
 
Both the Sabra and Shatila massacres and the Second War of the Camps are strongly 
present in The Kingdom of Strangers.  Visiting Shatila camp on March 14, 1987, one day after 
the end of the War of the Camps, the narrator describes the wide-scale destruction he sees:  
 
118 Khalili, Heroes and Martyrs, 8.  
119 Agnes Czajka, “Discursive Constructions of Palestinian Refugees in Lebanon: From the Israel-Hezbollah 
War to the Struggle over Nahr al-Bared,” Comparative Studies of South Asia, Africa and the Middle East 32, no. 
1 (2012): 243, https://muse.jhu.edu/article/475280. 
120 Ibid. 
121 Halabi, “Exclusion and Identity,” 41.  
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I entered the camp, and I asked about the Fatah office. The roads in the camp got 
narrower and narrower; then they turned into heaps. The road disappeared. The heaps 
were the road, and the vile water covered the ground with that smell of death that seeps 
into your joints. The horizon collapsed onto the destroyed houses, entering into the 
windows. There was no horizon. In Shatila, the sky vanished inside the rubble, and the 
water turned into puddles inside the holes in the walls that had fallen to the ground.122  
 
In his article, “Anointing with Rubble: Ruins in the Lebanese War Novel”, Ken 
Seigneurie suggests that a “ruins motif” characterizes the Lebanese post-war novel.123 He 
argues that post-war Lebanese novelists appropriated the classical Arabic motif of “wuquf ‘ala 
al-atlal,” or “stopping before the ruins” to represent the wide-scale destruction that was 
inflicted on both people and space during the war.124 In the same vein, our narrator’s experience 
inside the camp is that of wuquf ‘ala al-atlal. He stops to report on the wide-scale destruction. 
He recounts how “the vile water covered the ground with that smell of death that seeps into 
your joints” and how “the horizon collapsed onto the destroyed houses, entering into the 
windows.”  
 
His wuquf ‘ala al-atlal extends to include the violation of the human body. In an earlier 
visit to the camp following the Shatila massacre, a camp resident by the name of Um Ahmad 
accompanies our narrator to the camp’s mass graveyard, itself built over the ruins of a 
demolished mosque to accommodate the dead of the massacre: 
 
I understood how happy she was when she said they succeeded in building the 
graveyard and fencing it in. She showed me the strange flowers growing over the roof 
of the mass graveyard.125  
 
122 Khoury, The Kingdom, 100. The text in Arabic:    قيضت ميخملا تاقرط تناك .حتف ةكرح بتكم نع تلأسو ميخملا تلخد"
وملا كلذ ةحئارب ضرلأا شرفت ةنسلآا هايملاو ،قيرطلا وه ماكرلا ،قرطلا تفتخا .ماكر ىلإ تلوحت مث ،قيضتو ناك .لصافملا ىلإ للستي يذلا ت
د كرب ىلإ ءاملا لوحتو ،ماطحلا لخاد ءامسلا تفتخا لايتاش يف .قفأ كانه نكي مل .اهكيبابش يف لخديو ،ةمدهملا تويبلا ىلإ ردحني قفلأا لخا
 ".ضرلأا ىلع تطقس يتلا ناطيحلا يف بوقثلا 
123 Ken Seigneurie, “Anointing with Rubble: Ruins in the Lebanese War Novel,” Comparative Studies of South 
Asia, Africa and the Middle East 28, no. 1 (2008): 52-53, https://muse.jhu.edu/article/241356. 
124 Ibid., 52.  
125 Khoury, The Kingdom, 96. The text in Arabic:  ،اهريوست و ةربقملا ءانب يف اوحجن مهنأب لوقت يهو ةديعس تناك فيك تمهفو"
لا ةربقملا حطس قوف تتبن يتلا ةبيرغلا راهزلأا كلت ينترأ و ".ةيعامج  
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In her book, Heroes and Martyrs of Palestine: The Politics of National 
Commemoration, Laleh Khalili, Professor of Middle Eastern Politics at the School of Oriental 
and African Studies (SOAS), the University of London, argues that “grave markers” emerged 
as icons of post-war Beirut. They were placed in unpredicted places inside the camps—from 
mosques to schools to “testify to urgent burials during sieges.”126 In the same vein, the novella 
reveals how the huge number of massacre victims necessitated their burial in a “mass 
graveyard” built in the camp.  Later on in the novella, the narrator is accompanied by another 
Palestinian refugee, Samia, to that same graveyard. When they arrive, Samia looks onto the 
graveyard and refers to such mass burial by saying: “They’re all here. . . All of them—Ali, and 
Faysal, and everyone.”127 
 
Khalili argues that Shatila camp’s mass graves “contain hints that render a history of 
carnage legible to attentive eyes.”128 Following the same line of thought, the narrator’s 
description of the violence inflicted on the human body renders the war trauma legible and 
reterritorializes it. The murdered refugees who are denied a lawful burial— “Ali, and Faysal, 
and everyone” are “all here” (My italics). 
 
The violation of the human body also underpins the story of Nabeela, a childhood friend 
of the narrator. Nabeela was assassinated during the War of the Camps. Her car was stopped 
by “three armed men” and she immediately knew that “they had come to take her life”: 
 
 
126 Khalili, Heroes and Martyrs, 6.  
127 Khoury, The Kingdom, 101. The text in Arabic: ""تنأ و انأو لصيفو يلع ،انه مهلك" .تلاق"  
128 Khalili, Heroes and Martyrs, 6.  
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Maybe she heard the first shot; then her body began to be ripped apart as it was strewn 
on the sidewalk in splotches of water and blood. . . Nabeela was left there, tossed into 
the street, near Hamada’s barbecue restaurant.129 
 
 
Here again, the body is violated even following its demise. After it is “ripped apart” 
and “strewn on the sidewalk in splotches of water and blood,” Nabeela’s body is “left there, 
tossed into the street,” and kept from the decent burial it deserves. Furthermore, and to 
exacerbate this encroachment on human dignity, the body is left in close proximity to 
Hamada’s barbecue restaurant.” It is exposed and left to rot in the street.  
 
By stopping over the ruins of the camp and particularizing the bodily harm inflicted on 
its residents, the narrator follows in the footsteps of classical Arab poets who, in weeping over 
al-atlal, “transmute loss and destruction into yearning for the concrete embodiments of human 
dignity.”130 Moreover, attaching Palestinian trauma to the Lebanese camp space allows the 
narrator to counter the post-war institutionalized amnesia.  His remapping of the war trauma is 
proof that both the Sabra and Shatila massacre and the Second War of the Camps did take place 
and is a strong implication of the political stressors that caused them in the first place.   
 
The next section traces the narrator’s account of Lebanese Civil War trauma as 
experienced by its Palestinian victims. 
 
The Refugee as ‘Stranger’ and the Narrativization of Trauma 
 
 
129 Khoury, The Kingdom, 95. The text in Arabic: فيصرلا ىلع رشتني وهو قزمتي اهدسج أدب مث ،امبر ىلولأا ةقلطلا تعمس" 
رفلل "ةدامح" معطم برق ،عراشلا طسو ةيمرم ةليبن تيقبو ،ائيش اولعفي مل مهنأكو ءودهب ناكملا اورداغ نوحلسملا .مدلاو هايملا نم عقبك جيرا
".ةيوشملا 
130 Seigneurie, “Anointing with Rubble,” 54.  
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Trauma theorist Dominick LaCapra argues that “when the past becomes accessible to 
recall in memory” and “when language functions to provide some measure of conscious 
control, critical distance, and perspective,” the survivor of trauma “has begun the arduous 
process of working over and through the trauma.”131 This process of working over and through 
the trauma, LaCapra adds, “involves the effort to articulate or rearticulate affect and 
representation in a manner that may never transcend, but may to some viable extent counteract, 
a reenactment, or acting out, of that disabling dissociation.”132  
 
As our narrator launches his search for “stories” from the Shatila camp, he makes the 
acquaintance of traumatized individuals who are given the space within the text to try and 
capture the reality of the traumas they experienced during the massacre. As they narrate their 
traumatic experiences, these victim-witnesses shift from a repressed traumatic memory into a 
consciously-recalled narrative memory.  
 
Of these traumatic experiences, there is the story of Faysal, an 11-year-old boy from 
the Shatila camp who emerges as both survivor of trauma (loses his whole family during the 
Shatila massacre), and later as its victim (murdered during the Second War of the Camps). 
Faysal opens his narrativization of the Shatila massacre with the following lines: 
 
First there was the sound, and then the bodies started to fall, one by one, and pile up on 
top of one another . . . The whole family was sitting watching TV, when the flare bombs 
the Israeli army was firing started falling. Then the Phalangists came in and started 
shooting.133 
 
 
 
131 LaCapra, Writing History, 90.  
132 Ibid., 42.  
133 Khoury, The Kingdom, 86. The text in Arabic: توصلا ناك .ايوق تاشاشرلا توص ناك .رانلا قلاطإ أدبو نوحلسملا لخد"" 
نويزفلتلا ىلع جرفتت ةلئاعلا تناك" ،لصيف لاق ."انضعب قوف انسدكت .اهضعب قوف موكتتو طقاستت داسجلأا تأدبو يتلا ةرانلإا لبانق تأدب نيح ،
خد مث ،يليئارسلإا شيجلا اهقلطأ".رانلا اوقلطأو نويبئاتكلا ل  
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A normal, everyday activity—a family coming together to watch TV, is disrupted by 
the “sound” of “flare bombs” dropped on the camp—upon which “the bodies start to fall” and 
“pile up on top of one another.” As he recounts the story, Faysal denotes how “the bodies were 
heavy.”134 That Faysal chooses the words “fall,” “pile up,” and “heavy” as euphemisms for 
‘murder’ is symptomatic of his denial of his family’s death. This sense of denial is immediately 
superseded by a fear of death:  
 
He crawled over and lay down between his seven brothers and sisters and his mother, 
who had all been killed by the bullets of those who entered Shatila Refugee Camp the 
night of September 16, 1982. He did among the dead to make it look as though he were 
dead, but he wasn’t.135  
 
 
When the Phalangists left, Faysal “ran into the street. Then “he crawled between the 
corpses—those black, bloated corpses, surprised by death . . . until he got to where the foreign 
reporters were stationed, and there he passed out.”136 Here, we come across the “fright and the 
threat to life” experienced by the survivor of traumatic neurosis.137 It is precisely Faysal’s “lack 
of . . . preparedness for anxiety,” that leaves him traumatized.138 Later on in the narrative we 
learn that Faysal: “slept from one to five o’clock in the morning; then he started running.139 
When he saw the foreign reporters, he crouched on the ground and didn’t speak” (My italics).140 
 
Faysal’s first reaction to the traumatic event is that of fear, followed by flight, and then 
sleep: He “ran into the street” then “passed out” then “crouched on the ground and didn’t 
 
134 Ibid. The text in Arabic: "ةليقث داسجلأا تناك"  
135 Ibid., 27. The text in Arabic: هءاقشأ نيب مانو فحز .هديو هترصاخ يف تاصاصر ثلاثب بيصأ دق لصيف ناكو عيمجلا سدكت"
 ليل لايتاش ميخم اولخد نيذلا صاصرب اوتام نيذلا همأو عبسلا هتاقيقشو١٦  لوليأ١٩٨٢".اتيم نكي ملو ،تيم هنأب يحوي يك توملاب ىطغت .  
136 Ibid. The text in Arabic: هينيج ناج فصو يتلا ةيقفلأا ثثجلا طسو فحزي راص مث ،عراشلا يف ضكر ،نوحلسملا رداغ نيحو" 
 اهخافتناو اهداوس ".هيلع يمغأ كانهو ،بناجلأا نويفاحصلا ثيح ىلإ لصو ىتح ،توملا يف اهتشهدو  
137 Freud, Beyond, 25.  
138 Ibid.  
139 Khoury, The Kingdom, 87. 
140 Ibid. The text in Arabic: ىلع موكت بناجلأا نييفاحصلا ىأر امدنعو ،ضكري أدب مث ،احابص ةسماخلا ىتح ارجف ةدحاولا نم مان"
و ،ضرلأا ".كحي مل  
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speak.” I read this period of silence--“didn’t speak” --as characteristic of the incubation period 
that follows the traumatic event. Soon enough, the repressed trauma begins to haunt Faysal in 
the form of flashbacks which gradually help him grasp what happened. Only when he starts 
relaying the story to our narrator does Faysal shift from a traumatic memory to a narrative 
memory, his telling of the traumatic event thus emerging as a “social act.”141  
Bringing about this shift from traumatic to narrative memory is proof that Faysal is far 
from passive about his trauma. Rather, it is his very sense of agency that enables his 
narrativization of the traumatic event. This shift from traumatic to narrative memory is enabled 
by Freud’s “Nachträglichkeit,” which is also known as the process of “meaning- making” or 
“appraisal” whereby the traumatized subject determines “what is traumatic and what is not” 
before proceeding to narrate their traumas.142  
This process of meaning-making surfaces again in the story of Dr.Yanu, a Greek doctor 
in the Shatila camp who loses his close friend, Ali, during the Second War of the Camps. 
Dr.Yanu’s narrative opens with the following lines: 
 
I knew he was dead, but I couldn’t believe it...His chest was split open, and he was 
dead. I took him in my arms the way I would hold a baby . . . I put him down on the 
floor and told everyone to leave . . . I ripped open his shirt and saw the wounds and the 
shrapnel and the blood that had ceased to flow as though something had blocked it—
like a dam . . . I learned about death from eyes. Eyes wilt all of a sudden, just as flowers 
do.143 
 
 
 
141 Kolk and Hart, “The Intrusive Past,” 163.    
142 Kholoud Saber Barakat and Pierre Philippot, “Beyond Trauma, What Kept them Going? An Analysis of the 
Lives and Narratives of five Syrian Women in Lebanon,” Meta Journal 11 (2018): 48-50, 
https://doi.org/10.17192/meta.2018.11.7802. 
143 Khoury, The Kingdom, 17-18. The text in Arabic: هردص يف احوبذم ناك...قدصأ مل يننكل ،تام هنأ فرعأ تنك" 
اياظشلاو حورجلا تيأرو صيمقلا تقزم...اوجرخي نأ مهل تلقو ضرلأا ىلع هتعضو...لافط لمحأ يننأكو يعارذ نيب هتلمحو مهنم هتذخأ...اتيمو 
عنم ائيش كانه نأكو قفدتلا نع فقوت دق ناك يذلا مدلاو لبذت امك نويعلا لبذت ةأجف .نينيعلا نم توملا تفرع...ءاملا عنميل ميقأ ادس نأك ،ه
".روهزلا 
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Like Faysal, Yanu’s first reaction to Ali’s death is that of denial: “I knew he was dead, 
but I couldn’t believe it.” It is when death manifests itself through “the blood that had ceased 
to flow” that Yanu is forced to acknowledge it as a reality. Upon his realization of his friend’s 
death, Dr.Yanu’s second reaction is that of guilt over his failure to save Faysal’s life:  
 
The body was trembling, and I, the doctor who had saved the lives of hundreds of 
wounded men and women, found myself incapable of saving his . . . The day Ali died, 
the miracles stopped working. I saw death and felt completely powerless . . . I wanted 
to massage his shaking body and help the soul to leave. But I didn’t dare. I was afraid. 
I sat beside him and I was afraid.144 
 
 
 
Here again, the traumatized individual conveys the need to pass out:  
 
When his body relaxed, I felt I was going to faint, that I needed to sleep. I almost did 
fall asleep . . . I slept for ten hours straight . . . I slept like the dead. I didn’t hear the 
bombs, and I didn’t dream of anything 145. 
 
 
Like other victims-witnesses, the flashbacks that occur in the aftermath of the traumatic 
incident eventually allow Dr.Yanu to register the details of both massacres and to accordingly 
narrate them to our narrator.  
 
Narrative Memory and the Ongoing Nakbah  
 
One of the narratives that emerge in the text is that of Fawzi al-Qawuqji, who we learn 
was general commander of the Arab Rescue Army in 1948. Our narrator meets al-Qawuqji at 
the Palestine Research Center in Beirut, where now at the age of 70, al-Qawuqji is not only 
 
144 Ibid., 18-19. The text in Arabic: ذاقنإ نع ازجاع يسفن تدجو ىحرجلا تائم تاويح ذقنأ يذلا بيبطلا انأو ضفتني دسجلا ناك" 
 فجترملا دسجلا كلدأ نأ تدرأ...قلطملا زجعلاب تسسحأو توملا تيأرو ،ةبوجعلأا تطقس يلع موي...يلإ ناسنإ برقأ لجرلا اذه ناك .هتايح
خ ،ؤرجأ مل يننكلو .باهذلا ىلع حورلا دعاسأ يك يمامأ".افئاخ تنكو هبناج ىلإ تسلج ،تف  
145Ibid., 19. The text in Arabic:  تاعاس رشع تمن...مانأ تدك .مونلا ىلإ ةجاحب نسسحأ .ءامغلإا هبشي امب تسسحأ هدسج دمه امدنعو"
".ءيشب ملحأ ملو فئاذقلا عمسأ ملو ،ليتقلاك تمن ،ةلصاوتم 
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eager to show his war wounds to his audience but is also adamant on relaying his own trauma 
narrative:  
 
Then he put his right leg up on the chair and rolled up the bottom of his pants to show 
us the scars. “Nine bullets,” he said. The hair on al-Qawuqji’s long, white leg had long 
since fallen out, leaving behind nothing but dark grooves all over his leg.146  
 
 
al-Qawuqji then rolls down his pant leg and proceeds to narrate his own experience of 
the Nakbah: 
 
He told us how the armies joined forces in the Jordan Valley, about the various cavalry 
units that met there and how they crossed the river to Palestine. But he wasn’t telling 
the truth. The cavalry units he told us about had actually met in the valley in 1936, not 
1948. In 1936, al-Qawuqji was leading a group of volunteers. In 1948, he was in 
command of an army. But when he stood before us to tell the story, he didn’t distinguish 
between the two wars . . . we listened to him and believed him. Why not believe him? 
What’s the difference between 1936 and 1948?147 
 
 
Having lived through and taken part in both the 1936-1939 Arab Revolt and the 1948 
Arab-Israeli War, al-Qawuqji mixes up details of both war experiences, so that both 1936 and 
1948 became one and the same: “But he wasn’t telling the truth. The cavalry units he told us 
about had actually met in the valley in 1936, not 1948.” 
 
Caruth translates jumbled recollections as a natural consequence of the narrativization 
of trauma, when the very “transformation” of a traumatic event into a “narrative memory” loses 
“both the precision and the force that characterizes traumatic recall.” 148 She adds that “the 
 
146 Ibid., 11. The text in Arabic:.صاصرلا راثآ انيأرف ،ىلعلأا ىلإ هنولطنب عفرو يسركلا ىلع ىنميلا هلجر عضو مث" 
 ...لاق ،"تاصاصر عست"  
 "...نكاملأا لك يف اهقرتخت ةنكاد ديداخأ ىوس قبي ملو ،اهنم رعشلا طقاسن دقو ،ءاضيبو ةليوط ىنميلا يجقواقلا لجر تناك 
147 Ibid.,12. The text in Arabic: رهنلا تعطق فيكو روغلا يف تقتلا يتلا ناسرفلا تاعومجم نع  ،ندرلأا روغ يف عمجتلا نع ىور" 
 ماع روغلا يف تقتلا اهنع انربخأ يتلا ناسرفلا تاعومجم .ةقيقحلا ربخي نكي مل نكلو .نيطسلف ىلإ١٩٣٦  لاماع ١٩٤٨اع .م ١٩٣٦  ناك
يجقواقلا  ماع و نيعوطتملا نم ةبكوك دوقي١٩٤٨ انمامأ فقو نيح هنكلو .اشيج دوقي ناك .نيبرحلا نيب زيمي مل يوريل . .هانقدصو هيلإ انعمتساو.
 تيب قرفلا ام ؟هقدصن مل اذامل١٩٣٦  و١٩٤٨ "؟  
148 Cathy Caruth, “Introduction, Part II,” in Trauma: Explorations in Memory, ed. Cathy Caruth (The John 
Hopkins University Press, 1995), 154. 
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capacity to elide or distort . . . may mean the capacity simply to forget.”149 As such, the 
precision of the traumatic event is traded for relief from its painful traces. This idea of 
forgetfulness as an act of healing emerges again when the narrator speaks of Ali, a Palestinian 
refugee who experienced the events of Back September in Jordan and was killed during the 
First War of the Camps. He wonders how Ali may have narrated both traumatic experiences 
had he survived to this day: 
 
Would he find enough space in his memory to differentiate between the battle of 
September 1970 in Jordan and the 1985 siege of Shatila Refugee Camp in Beirut? Or 
would he forget a little and tell us about Samia, as if she had been his comrade at the 
Freedom Fighter Base in Ghawr al-Safi, and about his children who are studying in 
Amman even though they were going to study in Tunis?150 
 
While I agree that the forgetfulness-as-healing argument outlined by Caruth applies to 
both al-Qawuqji and Ali, I also read this memory confusion as itself symptomatic of a 
continuing trauma. In al-Qawuqji’s case, it is precisely the dispossession of Palestinians that 
starts in 1948 and the fact that it is a continuing reality (as manifested by Black September and 
the Lebanese Civil War) that jumbles up his memory. This explains why, as Nouri Gana argues, 
the very description of the Lebanese Civil War as sectarian “ambiguates the historical events” 
that stood behind the war.151 He adds that it is the Nakbah and the Naksah which lead to “the 
creation and intensification of the Palestinian refugee problem, the phenomenon that is 
believed to be at the origin of the Lebanese Civil War in the first place.”152 As such, it is the 
ongoing Palestinian refugee problem as a byproduct of the Zionist project that exposes 
 
149 Ibid. 
150 Khoury, The Kingdom, 13. The text in Arabic:  نيبو ،ندرلأا يف ١٩٧٠ لوليأ كراعم نيب زيميل ةركاذلا يف اعستم دجيس له"
 ماع توريب يف لايتاش ميخم راصح١٩٨٥ "يفاصلا روغ" يف نييئادفلا دعاوق يف هتقيفر تناك اهنأكو ةيماس نع انربخيو ،لايلق ىسنيس ناك مأ ؟
لاوأ نع انثدحيو"؟سنوت يف نوسرديس اوناك مهنأ عم ،نامع يف نوسردي نيذلا هد  
151 Gana, “Formless Form,” 506-507. 
152 Ibid, 
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Lebanon’s Palestinian refugee community to the war and therefore prolongs their trauma. The 
trauma has not happened but is happening. The Nakbah is not an event. It is an enduring reality. 
That the Lebanese war trauma is in part a product of the Zionist enterprise is further 
confirmed by Faysal’s unrealized dream of return:   
 
I dreamt that all of us from the camp were on trucks, will all our belongings, except 
now we were returning to Palestine . . . And only in the dream did we arrive in 
Palestine.’. . . And then I woke up.153 
 
 
Faysal’s return is inconceivable. It is his continued presence in the camp, outside 
Palestine, that brings about his death. He lives his life “searching for a way to go to Palestine” 
except that “Palestine came to him in 1987, in the form of a bullet in the head, and a grave in 
the mosque.”154  
Traumas as Mirrors  
 
Emil told the story. He told how his father, Albert, fled Poland and went to Palestine. 
Albert Azayev [Emil’s father] was walking along one of the streets of Sofia when he 
saw the truck taking Jewish prisoners to the death camps. He saw his only brother 
aboard the truck. He could see his head through the barbed wire. Albert saw his brother 
and clung to the wall. He had searched for a place to hide, but found only the wall. He 
clung to it, trembling (24 ends there) with fear. Just then the brother started to scream.155 
 
 
As the novella progresses, we learn that our narrator was a PhD student of Palestinian 
folkloric memory at the University of Columbia, New York. There, he befriends Emil Azayev, 
an Israeli student and son of a Holocaust survivor who eventually settles in Israel with the help 
 
153 Khoury, The Kingdom, 26. The text in Arabic: لاق سب ،انضارغأ نيلماحو تانحاش نيبكار ،ميخملا يلاهأ ،انحإ هنا تفش" 
".تقف اهتظحل سب..نيطسلف ىلإ انلصو...نيطسلف ىلع نيعجار 
154 Ibid., 87. The text in Arabic: ،سأرلا يف ةقلط لكش ىلع ١٩٨٧ ماع هتءاج نيطسلف .نيطسلف ىلإ باهذلل ةقيرط نع ثحبي ناك" 
ربقو ".عماجلا يف  
155 Ibid., 25.  The text in Arabic: دحأ يف يشمي فييازآ ريبلأ ناك .نيطسلف ىلإ ادنلوب نم ريبلأ هدلاو بره فيك ىور .ليمإ ىور" 
قيقش ىأر ةنحاشلا يفو .توملاو ةدابلإا تاركسعم ىلإ نوذخؤي اوناك نيذلا دوهيلا نيلقتعملا لقنت يتلا ةنحاشلا ىأر امدنع ايفوص عراوشه  .ديحولا
ناك  ،طئاحلا ىوس دجي ملف ،هيلإ برهي ناكم نع ثحبي ناك ،طئاحلاب قصتلاو هقيقش ريبلأ ىأر .كلاسلأاب ةقلغملا ةذفانلا نم رهظي ريخلأا سأر
 هب قصتلاوهو "خرصي نيجسلا أدب انهو .فوخلا نم فجتري  
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of the Jewish fund.  As our narrator continues his narrativization of trauma, he allows Emil the 
space inside the text to relay his family’s Holocaust trauma. To this day, Emil still remembers 
how his father’s trembled voice as he told him the story:  
He told the story to this son only once, and in Emil’s mind, the matter remained forever 
ambiguous. When his father told him the story, he was all choked up, and his voice was 
filled with terror.156   
 
 
The fact that the story remained “forever ambiguous” in Emil’s mind is in and of itself 
symptomatic of a traumatic memory in which the event is not available for “conscious recall” 
and is therefore not narratable.157 While it is true that Emil has not experienced the trauma 
himself, he inherits the trauma as a second-generation Holocaust survivor.  
 
By opening up the text to Jewish traumatic memory, the narrator creates an ‘empathic 
unsettlement’ with Emil’s story. He relates to Emil’s family’s story of Holocaust survival.  But 
alas, this moment of empathic unsettlement is immediately filled with tension. As the dialogic 
exchange unfolds, Emil tells the narrator that despite his harrowing Holocaust experience, his 
“father didn’t want to return to Palestine.” To which the narrator immediately replies: “You 
mean go.” 158 
 
Here a tension arises between the words “return” and “go.” While the narrator evidently 
recognizes Jewish traumatic history, a recognition enabled by his own activation of empathy, 
he does not claim this trauma as his own. The space he maintains between himself and the 
traumatic event allows him to recognize that while the Holocaust has had a traumatic effect on 
 
156 Ibid. The text in Arabic: عطقتي هتوص ناك ىور نيح بلأا .ليمإ نهذ يف ةضماغ ةلأسملا تيقبو ،ةدحاو ةرم هنبلا ةياكحلا ىور" 
".رعذلاب 
157 LaCapra, Writing History, 89. 
158 Khoury, The Kingdom, 25. The text in Arabic: .ليمإ لاق ،"نيطسلف ىلإ ةدوعلا ديري يبأ نكي مل""  
 .تلق ،"بهذ هنكل" 
 .لاق ،"ةدوعلا ديري نكي مل" 
".تلق ."باهذلا" 
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Emil’s family, it does not justify their subsequent resettlement in Palestine, nor does it validate 
the myth of Israel—whereby going to Palestine is described as a “return.”  
 
That the narrator is able to both empathize with Holocaust survivors while also 
critiquing the political project that ensues in the name of this traumatic event is the result of 
and enabled by contextualization. There are incidents when “both victim and perpetrator can 
claim to be traumatized.”159 The “danger” occurs with the “de-contextualization” of these 
traumas, in which “perpetrators . . . claim to be traumatized in order to gain public empathy.”160  
 
Following the same line of thought, the contextualization of trauma— “go” not 
“return”—that occurs in the dialogic exchange between Emil and the narrator—is a critique of 
the Holocaust’s emergence as a “founding trauma.”161 It is also a powerful implication of the 
Zionist project. It reveals how, in escaping their traumatic past, the Jews (particularly those 
who supported the Zionist enterprise) inflicted an even bigger trauma on the Palestinians, a 
trauma that begins with the Nakbah and continues during (and beyond) the Lebanese Civil 
War.  
 
This contextualization of trauma continues with the story of Emil himself, whom we 
learn served with the Israeli defense army during the 1973 Yom Kippur War. In Gaza, a short 
encounter with an old Palestinian refugee prompts Emil to quit the Zionist project altogether. 
The story begins when the Israeli army storms into a Palestinian refugee camp and lines up the 
camp’s male residents for hours under “the August sun.”162 Hours later, a 70-year-old 
 
159 Stephan Milich and Lamia Moghnieh, “Trauma: Social Realities and Cultural Texts,” Meta Journal 11 
(2018):7, https://doi.org/10.17192/meta.2018.11.7941. 
160 Ibid. 
161 LaCapra, Writing History, 23. 
162 Khoury, The Kingdom, 93. 
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Palestinian refugee approaches Emil and asks for permission to use the restroom. Emil, aged 
20 at the time, permits him to go: 
 
The man got out of line and began walking in that horrible manner. He got down on his 
knees, put his hands on the ground, and started moving backward, afraid they would 
shoot him in the back.163 
 
In capturing this old man’s trauma—"walking in that horrible manner... started moving 
backward . . .  afraid they would shoot him in the back” --Emil contextualizes Palestinian 
trauma as a by-product of the Zionist enterprise.  He immediately follows his contextualization 
with the following statement: “When you are there you have to choose between the old man 
and the man carrying the rifle. You can’t not choose.”  
 
Despite his family’s Holocaust experience, Emil does not take comfort in trading his 
Jewish trauma for an ongoing Palestinian trauma. Instead, he contextualizes the Gazan man’s 
story and problematizes the “denial of other traumas” that followed the institutionalization of 
the Zionist project. Furthermore, he recognizes his own agency beyond and despite his 
traumatic experience: “You can’t not choose.” Emil chooses not to turn the Palestinian into 
“the Jew’s Jew.”  
 
Conclusion  
 
In a 2008 article published in The Nation, Siddhartha Deb suggests that Khoury’s 
literary writing transpires “as a means of both engagement and withdrawal.”164 It engages in 
 
163 Ibid. The text in Arabic: ىلإ كرحتو ،ضرلأا ىلع هادي ،هيتبكر ىلع اثج ،ةفيخملا ةقيرطلا كلتب يشمي أدبو ،فصلا نم لجرلا جرخ" 
".هرهظ يف رانلا هيلع اوقلطي نأ ةفاخم ،ءارولا 
164 Siddhartha Deb, “City of Shards: The Novels of Elias Khoury,” The Nation, November 13, 2008, 
https://www.thenation.com/article/city-shards-novels-elias-khoury/. 
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the sense that “it looks outward, attempting to grapple with the larger conditions within which 
it exists” but withdraws as it “retreats indoors . . . trying to create a safe haven for individual 
and community memories.”165   
 
Following in Deb’s steps, The Kingdom of Strangers emerges as the site of both 
“engagement” and “withdrawal.” It engages with the Lebanese Civil War and the ensuing state-
sponsored amnesia in as much as it creates a safe haven for traumatized strangers to narrate 
and work through their traumas.   
 
As he tries to come to make sense of his psychic disintegration, our disillusioned 
narrator opens the text to the collective trauma experienced by the refugees of Beirut’s Shatila 
camp during the Lebanese Civil War and the ensuing Shatila massacre and War of the Camps. 
The text follows these traumatized refugees as they narrate their multiple experiences with 
death and destruction.  
 
 By opening up trauma to narrativity, the novella challenges the silence imposed on a 
major traumatic episode in Palestinian collective memory while also linking the Lebanese Civil 
War trauma to the 1948 Nakbah. In so doing, it ends up implicating both the Lebanese war 
actors and the Zionist enterprise and exposes them as the political triggers behind this ongoing 
Palestinian trauma. Finally, the novella establishes that this ongoing trauma was avoidable and 
that traumatic experiences should not negate one another.  
 
 
 
165 Ibid.  
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Introduction  
 
 
In this chapter, I discuss Elias Khoury’s second Palestinian trauma narrative, his widely 
celebrated 1998 novel, Bāb al-shams (Gate of the Sun, 2006). I begin by reading the novel as 
an attempt by Khoury to inscribe a narrative of the 1948 Nakbah, long missing due to Israel’s 
control over the Palestinian archive. I suggest that Gate of the Sun is directly inspired by 
Khoury’s multi-faceted vocation as literary scholar, researcher and journalist in as much as it 
is enabled by his decades-long relationship with Lebanon’s Palestinian refugee community.  
 
I then move to the novel and trace how Khalil, the main narrator-protagonist and a 
second-generation Palestinian refugee in Beirut’s Shatila camp, suffers a complex trauma in 
large part inherited from the 1948 generation. I show how in carrying out a narrativization of 
the 1948 Nakbah, Khalil exhibits loyalty to the trauma(s) experienced by first generation 
Palestinians, while concurrently questioning this generation’s problematic fixation on trauma.  
Using Marianne Hirsch’s concept of postmemory, I trace Khalil’s reorganization of Palestinian 
traumatic memory I trace how Khalil carries out a critical re-enactment of the Nakbah and its 
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legacy, which in turn enables him to tap into and articulate his own repressed trauma as a 
second-generation Palestinian.  
 
A Silenced Nakbah  
In a 2012 article titled “Rethinking the Nakba,” Khoury writes that his “personal 
relationship” with the Nakbah began while working on Gate of the Sun. He “discovered that 
the love story” he was after “needed the background of events that took place in northern 
Palestine in 1948” and “felt that [his] job was to collect memories and write stories never 
written before.”166 
Gate of the Sun is celebrated as the literary work that “breaks the Palestinian silence by 
offering the first epic narrative of the 1948 Nakbah,” and in so doing, “link[s] the Palestinian 
traumatic absence to the structural erasures carried out by the settlers.”167 An English 
translation by Humphrey Davies came out in 2006 and scooped the Banipal Arabic Literary 
Translation Prize.168 In 2004, prominent Egyptian filmmaker Yousry Nasrallah transformed 
this saga into a four-hour long film, co-scripted by Khoury himself.   
Gate of the Sun emerges as yet another novel in which Khoury responds to a major 
historiographical silence. As is the case in The Kingdom of Strangers, a silenced episode in 
Palestinian traumatic memory motivates this literary undertaking. If Khoury’s anxiety over the 
post-Lebanese Civil War state-sponsored amnesia and the subsequent erasure of its traumatic 
memory is what informs The Kingdom of Strangers, it is his apprehension about the lack of a 
 
166 Elias Khoury, “Rethinking the Nakba,” Critical Inquiry 38, no. 2 (Winter 2012), 265-266, 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/10.1086/662741.  
167  Samar H. AlJahdali, “The Land is Mine”: Elias Khoury writes back to Leon Uris,” Interventions (2018): 
13/6, https://doi.org/10.1080/1369801X.2018.1547216. 
168 “Elias Khoury,” Banipal: Magazine of Modern Arab Literature, accessed February 1, 2017, 
https://www.banipal.co.uk/contributors/337/elias-khoury/. 
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mega narrative of the 1948 Nakbah as the beginning of an ongoing Palestinian trauma that sits 
at the core of Gate of the Sun.  
Khoury’s literary response to this historiographical silence is for one a challenge to 
Israel’s long-practiced “repression” of the Palestinian archive.169 In her earlier mentioned book 
Heroes and Martyrs of Palestine: The Politics of National Commemoration, Laleh Khalili 
argues that many pre-Nakbah archival collections were preserved by Palestinians and deposited 
in safe places in Lebanon after the Nakbah only to be appropriated by Israel during the 1982 
Israeli invasion of Lebanon.170  
 
By writing Gate of the Sun, Khoury was also challenging the long-violated Palestinian 
right to document the Nakbah. Attempts to put forth their own stories of the 1948 catastrophe 
were allegedly made by Lebanon’s Palestinian refugee community as early as the 1950s. But 
as Khalili argues, those attempts “have been challenged, contested, and sometimes silenced.”171 
She attributes this silencing to a lack of “institutional support,” exemplified by how the PLO, 
particularly during the heyday of the Palestinian national movement in Lebanon, was far from 
invested in documenting 1948 trauma narratives.172 Rather,  the Palestinian national movement 
was after “a more homogenous and harmonious history,” placing special emphasis on “heroic 
narratives” as opposed to “bottom-up” histories that threaten to “reveal lines of fissure in the 
nation, local betrayals by notables, and Palestinian collaboration with the colonizing forces.”173 
Khalili adds that the Lebanese Civil War massacres in Palestinian camps further scattered 
 
169 Khalili, Heroes and Martyrs, 62. 
170 Diana Allan, “Mythologising Al-Nakba: Narratives, Collective Identity and Cultural Practice among 
Palestinian Refugees in Lebanon,” Oral History 33, no. 1 (Spring 2005): 51, 
https://www.jstor.org/stable/40179820.  
171 Khalili, Heroes and Martyrs, 60. 
172 Ibid., 62. 
173 Ibid. 
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members of the first Palestinian generation, resulting in a “layering of experienced atrocities” 
and in turn prolonging the absence of a Palestinian Nakbah narrative.174 
Khoury’s work as literary scholar and editor has significantly shaped this master literary 
project. As researcher, he spent considerable time studying representations of Palestinians in 
Israeli literature.  Throughout this scholarly journey, Khoury identified two literary trends 
which would shape his own writing in Gate of the Sun: “muteness” as a representation of the 
Palestinian inside the Israeli literary text, and “mirroring” as a tool to challenge and write 
against this muteness. He argues that the “status of post-1948 Palestinians as Jews of the Jews” 
was silenced through a “situation of muteness” that transpired in Israeli literature following the 
institutionalization of the Zionist project in 1948.175 In the following excerpt of an interview 
with Middle East Monitor, he associates this muteness with Israel’s continued negation of 
Palestinian traumatic memory:  
This difference [between perceptions in both fictions] is a difference of perception. I 
think that the Israelis are not ready to recognize that the Palestinians exist or to 
recognize the crimes they committed in 1948. Without recognizing the nakbah, without 
recognizing the suffering of the Palestinians by the Israelis, I think we cannot come to 
any solution on cultural or political errors.176  
 
Against this denial of the 1948 trauma comes Khoury’s concept of mirroring to re-
inscribe Nakbah memory into the literary text. Khoury reportedly came across this concept of 
mirroring while reading S. Yizhar’s 1949 Hebrew novella Hirbet Hiz‘ah. Yizhar introduced “a 
play of mirrors” and suggested that Palestinians were now a reflection of the new Israelis. 
While Yizhar followed in the footsteps of other Israeli writers by portraying the Palestinian as 
“voiceless,” the novella was nonetheless “a rare demonstration of the ability of literature to 
 
174 Ibid., 61. 
175 Khoury, “Rethinking the Nakba,” 252.  
176 Amelia Smith, “We are not Made of Ink,” Middle East Monitor, June 19, 2015, 
https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20150619-we-are-not-made-of-ink/. 
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cross the walls of dominant representations.”177 For his part, Khoury was impressed by 
Yizhar’s novella and went on to publish an Arabic translation of the text in Shu’un Filastiniyah 
as early as the 1970s, before proceeding to introduce this mirroring concept in his own 
literature, perhaps most notably in Gate of the Sun.178 Of mirroring as a writing tool, Khoury 
says: 
I tried to create mirrors instead of allegories and metaphors; the allegory pretends to 
reflect reality, while mirrors reflect other mirrors. My stories were mirrors of stories, 
and pain mirrored pain.179 
 
 
Similarly, Khoury’s decades-long engagement with the Palestinian refugee community 
of Lebanon enabled the collection of oral narratives which underpin Gate of the Sun. As a 
researcher at Beirut’s Palestine Research Centre in the 1970s, Khoury spent years gathering 
“personal histories” from refugees who survived the Nakbah. He imagined he could be the 
“Arab Tolstoy” who weaves these histories into narrativity, except that he “never dared write 
it [the narrative] then” because he “didn't know how.”180 Khoury would finally undertake this 
mega project a decade later, listing as his aim a “rewr[i]t[ing] [of] the Nakbah from the point 
of view of the victims, which was never heard before.”181 Towards that end, he spent seven 
years conducting research in a number of Palestinian refugee camps across Lebanon.182 He 
 
177 Khoury, “Rethinking the Nakba,” 252. 
178 Lital Levy, “Nation, Village, Cave: A Spatial Reading of 1948 in Three Novels of Anton Shammas, Emile 
Habiby, and Elias Khoury,” Jewish Social Studies 18, no. 3, (Spring/Summer 2012): 20, 
https://muse.jhu.edu/article/510900. 
179Khoury, “Rethinking the Nakba,” 266. 
180 Maya Jaggi, “A Circle of Madness,” The Guardian, July 28, 2007, 
https://www.theguardian.com/books/2007/jul/28/fiction.politics.  
181 Jurgen Balzan, “Truth is Always Revolutionary,” Malta Today, August 30, 2016, 
https://www.maltatoday.com.mt/news/interview/69023/truth_is_always_revolutionary____elias_khoury#.XKtn
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would tell his interviewees that he was writing “a story, not a history . .  no tape recorder, no 
notebooks.”183 Khoury then relied on these personal stories to shape his multi-strand narrative.  
Gate of the Sun  
 
Yunis, a first-generation Palestinian, lies unconscious in a worn-out hospital in Beirut’s 
Shatila camp. He is in a coma and caring for him is Khalil Ayyoub, a doctor-turned-nurse 
working at the same hospital. It is the 1990s and the camp is still healing from the trauma(s) of 
the Lebanese Civil War. Hoping to wake Yunis up from his coma, Khalil embarks on a 
storytelling journey in which he recounts to Yunis his story as the latter passed it down to him. 
As Drew Paul rightfully puts it in his article, “The Grandchildren of Yūnis: Palestinian Protest 
Camps, Infiltration, and Ilyās Khūrī’s Bāb al-shams,” just like “Shahrazad staves off execution 
by telling elaborate tales to the king,” Khalil “seeks to delay Yunis’s death by retelling his old 
tales.”184 
 
Like The Kingdom of Strangers, the text is structured as a stream-of-consciousness 
narration except that Khalil alternates between first, second and third-person narration 
throughout. Here again, a “mise-en-abîme structure held together by the frame story” unfolds 
and Khalil’s recollections of Yunis’ life introduce a myriad of stories; a narrativization of 
collective trauma as experienced by the Palestinian peasants of the Galilee.185 The narrative 
follows Galilean peasants as they are expelled from their villages and rushed from one 
Palestinian village to the other before winding up as refugees in Lebanon. In so doing, it 
 
183Jeremy Harding, “Jeremy Harding goes to Beirut to Meet the Novelist Elias Khoury,” London Review of 
Books, November 16, 2006, https://www.lrb.co.uk/v28/n22/jeremy-harding/jeremy-harding-goes-to-beirut-to-
meet-the-novelist-elias-khoury.  
184 Drew Paul, “The Grandchildren of Yūnis: Palestinian Protest Camps, Infiltration, and Ilyās Khūrī’s Bāb al-
shams,” Journal of Arabic Literature 48 (2017): 183, https://doi.org/10.1163/1570064x-12341345. 
185 Ibid., 183.  
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captures the nuances of the complex trauma that emerges in their lives and reveals how they 
grappled with their cataclysmic traumas following the Nakbah. Many of these stories are 
repeated across the narrative and in many cases told from different viewpoints, as such casting 
doubt on the reliability of memory. As the narrative unfolds, these retellings are juxtaposed 
with Khalil’s own story as a second-generation Palestinian refugee. The novel therefore 
emerges as a repository of two traumatic histories: that of the Nakbah as experienced by the 
1948 generation, as well as the Lebanese Civil War trauma(s) as experienced by second 
generation Palestinians. 
 
The narrative is centered on the characters of Yunis and Khalil. Yunis is a peasant-
turned-freedom fighter. His activism begins as early as the 1930s, precisely during the 1936-
1939 Arab Revolt in Palestine, and continues with and beyond the 1948 Arab-Israeli War. 
Yunis responds to the loss of Palestine by becoming a fidā’i. He lives between military bases, 
sometimes infiltrating into his lost village where his family still lives. Occasionally, he spends 
nights in a cave lying in close proximity to his lost Galilean village, where he indulges in sexual 
encounters with his wife, Nahilah.  
For his part, Khalil is a child when the Nakbah happens and goes through the pain of 
refugeedom which is exacerbated with his family’s subsequent resettlement in Shatila camp. 
He suffers a triple loss: his father is killed in 1959 by Lebanese forces, his sister dies, and his 
traumatized mother flees to Jordan. All three traumas create a significant rupture in Khalil’s 
experience of the world. He begins his life as a freedom fighter (at the age of nine), but an 
injury sustained during the Lebanese Civil War abruptly ends his fidā’i enterprise, after which 
he embarks on a career shift to medicine. He assumes the position of doctor at the Galilee 
Hospital in Shatila and there emerges as first-hand witness of the Shatila massacre and the 
subsequent War of the Camps.  
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Other characters include Umm Hassan, whose death opens the narrative, a mother 
figure for the children of the camp and a major source of the 1948 trauma narratives that unfold 
in the text. There is also Yunis’ wife, Nahilah, who remains in their fallen Palestinian village 
and witnesses its brutal transformation into an Israeli space. She raises her children, Yunis’ 
kids, which they conceive on their nights in the cave, and also looks after Yunis’ parents. Of 
the second-generation Palestinian characters in the text, there is Shams, Khalil’s semi-lover, 
herself a victim of a traumatic marriage; and Noha, a camp-resident who grows increasingly 
dissatisfied with camp life and eventually migrates to Europe.    
Gate of the Sun has received much scholarly attention. In her article ““The Land is 
Mine”: Elias Khoury writes back to Leon Uris,” Samar AlJahdali suggests that the novel is an 
example of “history from below.”186 The novel, she adds, is “an instance of “‘writing back,’ 
[and] narrating the unspoken and replacing the monologism of the official line with the 
multiplicity of oral history.”187 This reading of the novel is shared by Fabio Caiani in his article 
“‘My Name is Yālū’. The Development of Metafiction in Ilyās Khūrī's Work.” Caiani argues 
that Gate of the Sun epitomizes the “two main driving forces” which inform Khoury’s fiction; 
the first being on the “marginalization of history, the victims of war, those who have no voice,” 
and the other “on the way we tell stories, create history, write fiction.”188 
Khoury’s bias towards the marginalized is echoed in Amos Goldberg’s article 
“Narrative, Testimony, and Trauma.”  She reads the novel as the site of a “destabilizing, 
traumatized and decentered testimony of the Palestinian victim– witness and the essential, 
collective Palestinian national epos that frames these individual traumatized narratives.”189 
 
186 AlJahdali, “The Land is Mine,” 5.  
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Goldberg applauds how Khoury challenges the peripheralization of refugees by bringing them 
back to “the center,” thus “approaching the Palestinian national story from an a priori 
deconstructionist position.”190 The novel, he adds, “strives for a new post-traumatic, 
destabilized and fragmented Palestinian national narrative that would replace the traditional, 
ossified, heroic one, and would work through the trauma.”191 
Yunis’ cave is the focus of a paper by Lital Levy titled “Nation, Village, Cave: A Spatial 
Reading of 1948 in Three Novels of Anton Shammas, Emile Habiby, and Elias Khoury.” Levy 
recognizes Gate of the Sun as one of three novels that “subvert the dominant representation of 
space in Israeli literature” by “mapping the post-[Nakbah] Palestinian experience onto pre-
[Nakbah] space and time.”192 In another study of the novel titled “Deliberating the Holocaust 
and the Nakba: disruptive empathy and binationalism in Israel/Palestine,” Bashir Bashir and 
Amos Goldberg focus on Khoury’s accommodation of Jewish traumatic memory in the text, 
praising how he “bring[s] the memories of the Holocaust and the Nakba together in a fashion 
that disrupts the dominant, antagonistic and exclusionary Israeli and Palestinian national 
narratives.”193 
It is Drew Paul who gives attention to the rather understudied intergenerational conflict 
at the heart of Gate of the Sun. He argues that the novel gestures to the “transition from first-
hand to second-hand narrative.”194 This is manifested by how Khalil, a second generation 
Palestinian, engages in postmemorial work, a practice which “opens up creative possibilities” 
while concurrently emerging as “a mournful mode of relating to the past.”195 He asserts that 
 
190 Ibid., 337.   
191 Ibid., 337.   
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these “creative possibilities” eventually allow Khalil to construct “a mode of inhabiting the 
present and constructing a future of forgettings and memories.”196  
Narrating Trauma as Postmemorial Remembrance 
 
 
As Gate of the Sun opens, we are in the Galilee Hospital in Lebanon’s Shatila camp. 
Khalil grapples with a triple tragedy: the death of Umm Hassan, a mother figure for Khalil; the 
fast-approaching death of Yunis, the camp’s former hero and a father figure for Khalil, and 
perhaps most distressingly, the murder of Khalil’s lover, Shams, whose death, Khalil believes, 
contains a “riddle” that will only be “solved” after the “emotional shock has passed.”197 
 
We learn that Khalil has spent the past three months by Yunis’ side telling him stories 
of his past life. We also learn that he is on the run from Shams’ family who are adamant on 
taking revenge on their late daughter’s past-lovers. Overcome by fear, Khalil takes the hospital 
as his hiding place. Here, we come across the breach in one’s experience of the world, a breach 
that exceeds Khalil’s ability to grasp it. This looming death devastates him to the extent that it 
skips his consciousness: “I’m lost. I’m lost and I’m afraid and I’m in despair and I’m wavering 
and I’m fidgety and I’ve remembered, and I’ve forgotten.”198 
 
Khalil’s sense of loss, fear and despair coupled with his mixed-up memory are all 
indications of this rupture. What this atmosphere of death does is reactivate Khalil’s older 
traumas, which are hinted at in the opening pages of the novel: the murder of his father when 
Khalil was only a child, followed by the death of his only sister and the flight of his traumatized 
 
196 Ibid., 188. 
197Elias Khoury, Gate of the Sun, trans. Humphrey Davies (Brooklyn, NY: Archipelago Books; St. Paul, MN 
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mother, in addition to his own setbacks as defeated freedom fighter, semi-doctor, and duped 
lover.  
These new traumas stimulate Khalil’s older wounds, thereby attesting to what trauma 
theorists Bessel A.Van Der Kolk and Onnon Van Der Hart say of this activation as constituting 
an “automatic” response which occurs “in situations which are reminiscent of the original 
traumatic situation.”199 Khalil alludes to the activation of his older traumas when he says:   
 
I want you to know before you die that this protracted death of yours has turned out life 
upside down. Did you have to sink into this death for your memory, and mine, and 
everyone else’s, to explode? You’ve been stricken with a brainstorm, and I’m stricken 
with a storm of memories.200 
 
 
Overcome by this new rupture and its subsequent stimulation of a “storm of memories,” 
Khalil announces his narrative intention as follows: “How am I to bear the death of Shams and 
my fear, if not through telling stories?”201 These stories, Khalil tells us, will in large part 
comprise 1948 traumas that were passed down to him:  
 
I know you’re sick of my stories, so I’m going to tell you your own. I’ll return to you 
what you’ve given me.”202 
 
The text becomes the place in which Khalil, as victim-witness, stages his attempt to 
comprehend the aforementioned shattering experience(s) and to work through them. As he tries 
to grasp the nuances of his trauma, he gives other Palestinians the space to narrate their own 
traumas within the text.  
 
199 Bessel A.Van Der Kolk and Onnon Van Der Hart, “The Intrusive Past: The Flexibility of Memory and the 
Engraving of Trauma,” in Trauma: Explorations in Memory, ed. Cathy Caruth (Baltimore:The John Hopkins 
University Press, 1995), 163.   
200 Khoury, Gate, 212. The text in Arabic:   بجي ناك له .انتايح لخلخ اذه ءيطبلا كتوم نإ ،كل لوقأ نأ ديرأ تومت نأ لبق نكل"
 ".ةركاذلا راجفناب باصم انأو ،غامدلا راجفناب باصم تنأ ؟سانلا لك ةركاذو يتركاذو كتركاذ رجفنت يك توملا اذه يف طقست نأ 
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Unlike the narrator-protagonist of The Kingdom of Strangers who is only concerned 
with working through his Lebanese Civil War trauma, Khalil’s task is bound to be more 
complicated. He is trying to capture the nuances of his own defeats all the while grappling with 
the enormity of his inherited trauma. The 1948 traumatic legacy is doing more than just 
complicate his task of realizing his present trauma. It is blocking his ability to work it through:  
 
Memory is the process of organizing what to forget, and what we’re doing now, you 
and me, is organizing our forgetting . . . But don’t you dare die now! You have to finish 
organizing your forgetting first, so that I can remember afterwards!203  
 
 
The novel, the entirety of which unfolds inside the hospital room, therefore emerges as 
the place from which Khalil weaves his reenactments and organizes his aspired forgetfulness.  
 
Khalil emerges as a son of postmemory who, following Hirsch’s earlier quoted 
definition of postmemory, relies on a range of “stories, images, and behaviors” to carry out 
postmemorial work and mediate his inherited traumatic memory.204 According to Hirsch, this 
postmemorial work is especially important in cases where an archive of the first generation has 
been lost due to “traumatic interruption, exile, and diaspora.”205 As they engage in 
postmemorial activity, children of postmemory experiment with ways to preserve the memory 
of these inherited traumas without “risk[ing] having one’s own stories and experiences 
displaced, even evacuated, by those of a previous generation.”206  
 
 
203 Ibid.,163. 
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To circumvent this risk, they try to mediate this inherited memory by bringing in their 
own current experiences as the post memory generation. In the Palestinian context, this is what 
Amir Khadem describes as the problem of memory vs. memoricide. In his reading of Gate of 
the Sun titled “The Permanence of an Ephemeral Pain: Dialectics of Remembrance in Two 
Novels of the Israel-Palestine Conflict,” Khadem writes of how second-generation Palestinians 
are preoccupied with the inscription of past memories, while concurrently trying to transcend 
the “pain” inherited and associated with these memories. The first commitment “obliges an 
active remembrance” while the second calls for “a selective forgetting.”207 
 
Guided by Hirsch’s concept of postmemory, I read Khalil’s narrativization of the 1948 
traumatic memory as itself constituting postmemorial work: He uses the resources that were 
passed down to him, predominantly oral narratives, to understand and narrativize the inherited 
trauma. As son of postmemory, he tries to create coherence out of these fragmented stories: 
 
Piecing the glimpses together, I turned it into a story . . . It fell to me to collect your 
asides and mutterings and work them in a story to tell you.”208  
 
As he ties up the loose ends, Khalil complains that they are suffocating his ability to 
speak:  
 
I stop and then the words come. They come like sweat oozing from my pores, and rather 
than hearing my voice, I hear yours coming out of my throat.209  
 
To reclaim his speech ability, he decides to mediate the Nakbah memory as represented 
by Yunis:  
 
207 Amir Khadem, “The Permanence of an Ephemeral Pain: Dialectics of Remembrance in Two Novels of the 
Israel-Palestine Conflict,” The Comparatist 39 (October 2015): 281, https://doi.org/10.1353/com.2015.0020.  
208  Khoury, Gate, 32. The text in Arabic:  ".ةياكح تراصو ةتتشملا كلمج تبترو ةياكحلا تعمج انأ" 
209 Ibid.,16. The text in Arabic:   نم جرخي كتوص عمسأ ،يتوص عمسأ نأ لدبو ،يماسم نم حشري قرعك يتأت .تاملكلا يتأتف تكسا"
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Once upon a time, a long time ago, there was—or there wasn’t—a young man called 
Yunis.210  
 
No longer gripped by the heroism of Yunis’ generation, Khalil’s “there was” or “there 
wasn’t” signals his readiness to decenter this generation’s stories and subsequently claim his 
own trauma. To do so, he must practice the postmemorial remembrances that can allow him to 
claim his own trauma. As such, he addresses Yunis saying: “Go, die with them, as Umm Hassan 
suggested, and set me free.”211 
 
The next section looks at the first component of Khalil’s postmemorial remembrance 
as he conceives his way to freedom, namely his narrativization of the 1948 trauma of the 
Nakbah as passed down to him by Yunis and other first-generation Palestinians.  
Narrating the Nakbah’s Trauma  
 
In those days, Son, we left everything. We left the dead unburied and fled.212 
...... 
 
In those days, Galilee quaked with fear—houses demolished, people lost, villages 
abandoned and everything in shambles.213 
...... 
Everyone walked on their “last journey,” as the people of the villages of Galilee referred 
to their collective exodus to Lebanon. But it wasn’t their last journey. In fact, it was the 
start of wanderings in the wilderness whose end only God knows.214 
 
 
As he starts working through his trauma, Khalil pieces together stories of the 1948 
Nakbah and gives traumatized individuals the space to narrate their own traumas. It is the 
 
210  Ibid., 30. The text in Arabic:  ".سنوي همسا ىتف ناك ،ناولأاو رصعلا فلاسو ،نامزلا ميدق يف ناك ام وأ ناك" 
211 Ibid., 23. ".ينصلخو ،نسح مأ تحرتقا امك مهدنع تمو بهذا"  
212 Ibid., 65. The text in Arabic:  ".انمزهناو ءارعلا يف ىتوملا انكرت ،ءيش لك انكرت ،ينبا اي ،مايلأا كلت يف" 
213 Ibid., 64. The text in Arabic:   طلتخا ءيش لكو ،ةروجهم ىرق ،نوهئات رشب ،ةمدهم تويب :افوخ فجتري ليلجلا ناك مايلأا كلت يف"
".ءيش لكب 
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".يهتنتس فيك الله لاإ ملعي لا هيت تلاحر ةيادب تناك لب ،ةريخلأا مهتلحر نكت مل 
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aforementioned “last journey” as experienced by panic-stricken Palestinians upon their 1948 
expulsion that reverberates throughout his account. The “last” here is intentionally misplaced, 
as the text details how the Palestinians’ expulsion from their Galilean villages signaled the 
beginning of what still is an ongoing journey.  
 
The text amply recounts how, on the eve of the Nakbah, the Israeli army scared off 
unarmed Palestinian peasants from one village to the other, until they wound up in southern 
Lebanon before making their way to the camps which were to become their temporary homes. 
As the narrative progresses, we are given a detailed documentation of the “collapse” of the 
Galilee.215 Of the 450 villages that were reportedly demolished on the eve of the Nakbah, the 
stories of the following villages are meticulously laid out: Kaswan, al-Mukur, al-Jdeideh, Abu 
Sinan, Kafar Yasif, al-Kweikat, Nazareth, Ma’loul, Saffouri, Kabri, Tarshiha, al-Birwa and 
Sha’ab.216   
 
Laleh Khalili argues that upon their arrival in Beirut, Palestinian peasants-turned-
refugees experienced the “simultaneous, radical and traumatic processes of urbanization, 
proletarianization and loss of whatever political rights they may have held in Palestine.”217 This 
trauma, Nadia Latif claims in her article “Fallahin, Fida’iyyin, Laji’in: Palestinian Camp 
Refugees in Lebanon as Autochtons,” was not merely a result of having lost their peasant 
identity, but was also in large part triggered by the loss of “the social relations 
kin/neighbor/patron/client—engendered by this particular manner of sustaining and 
reproducing life.”218  
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Following Khalili and Latif, I argue that Gate of the Sun details the peasant-turned-
refugee trauma as experienced by Palestinians of the Galilee. This is evident when, in total 
denial of the post-May 1948 reality on the ground, an old Palestinian woman insists on 
sneaking into her fallen village to harvest her crops. Upon getting caught by an Israeli officer, 
she starts yelling at him:  
 
We’re just peasants . . . We don’t have a leader, we’re just peasants who want to harvest 
our crop and go back to our houses. Would you rather we died of hunger?219 
 
This fractured identity and the ensuing traumatization of “forced urbanization” in the 
camps of Beirut characterizes how post-1948 refugee life is represented in Gate of the Sun. The 
text is ample with stories of peasants who struggle to comprehend the reality of the Nakbah 
and sneak back into their villages to water, harvest or simply check their crops. In one instance 
in the novel, a group of Palestinian peasants are encouraged by the village priest to infiltrate 
back into their fallen village and: “harvest the wheat before they [the Zionists] came back” to 
which they happily correspond: “and we agreed” (My italics).220 
 
Another place in the text where this trauma of fallah-turned-laji’ is especially evident 
is in the story of Noha’s grandmother, Khadijeh. Khadijeh smuggles into her village of al-
Birwa years after the Nakbah. Upon her arrival, she engages in a heated confrontation with the 
Israeli Jews who have taken over her house. She is dumbfounded to see that the new owners 
have cut down her cherished trees, themselves a major signifier of pre-1948 Palestinian village 
life. She expresses her outrage by saying:  
 
 
219 Khoury, Gate, 199.  The text in Arabic:   ىلإ ةدوعلاو انلوصحم دصح ديرن نيحلاف درجم ،انل دئاق لا نحن...نيحلاف درجم نحن"
"؟اعوج توملا انل نوديرت له ،انتويب 
220  Ibid., 197. The text in Arabic:  ".هانقفاوو ،مهتدوع لبق حمقلا دصحن نأ نهاكلا حرتقا" 
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I told them these were Roman olive trees. How could anyone dare cut down Christ’s 
olive trees? These were Father Jebran’s olive trees.221 
 
Nowhere is the loss of peasant identity, this trauma of fallah-turned-laji’, more palpable 
than in the story of Yunis. The rupture that occurs in his experience of the world is evident in 
the following excerpt, in which Khalil reminds Yunis of one of his earlier re-enactments of the 
Nakbah: 
 
You said you understood the meaning of the word country after the fall of Sha’ab. A 
country isn’t oranges or olives, or the mosque of al-Jazzar in Acre. A country is falling 
into the abyss, feeling that you are part of the whole, and dying because it has died. In 
those villages running down to the sea from northern Galilee to the west, no one thought 
of what it would mean for everything to fall. The villages fell, and we ran from one to 
another as though we were on the sea jumping from one boat to another, the boats 
sinking, and us with them. No one was able to conceive of what the fall would mean, 
and the people fell because everything fell.222  
 
 
Notice the stress on “death” and “fall” of Palestinian peasants as figurative 
reverberations of the death and fall of Galilean villages. Together they capture the subtleties of 
the shattering trauma experienced by Yunis and other peasants, so that post-Nakbah life 
becomes a long episode of “boats sinking, and us with them.” This breach, Khalil reminds 
Yunis, left the latter in a state of half-life half-death:  
 
Everything got tangled up, and you spent the years after this great disaster, the Nakbah, 
trying to draw a line between the dead and the living.223  
 
As fallahin-turned-laji’in, the refugees of Gate of the Sun suffer a range of post-trauma 
symptoms which are preceded by a period of silence, or what Kolk and Hart describe as 
 
221 Ibid, 208.  The text in Arabic:  ".ناربج انوبلأا نوتيز اذه ،حيسملا نوتيز عطق ىلع دحأ ؤرجي له ،ينامور نوتيز اذه مهل تلق" 
222 Ibid., 193. The text in Arabic:   عماج لاو .نوتيزلا لاو لاقتربلا سيل نطولاف .نطو ةملك ىنعم تمهف بعش طوقس دعب كنإ تلق"
 ليلجلا يلامش نم ،ربحلا ىلإ ةردحنملا ىرقلا كلت يفف .تام هنلأ تومتو ،لك نم ءزج كنأ رعشت ،ةيواهلا يف طقست نأ وه نطولا .اكع يف رازجلا
  ،قروز ىلإ قروز نم زفقن .رحبلا يف اننأك ةيرق ىلإ ةيرق نم ضكرن انكو ،طقاستت ىرقلا تناك .ءيش لك طوقس ىنعم دحأ روصتي مل ،هبرغ ىلإ
".طقس ءيش لك نلأ ،سانلا طقسو ،طوقسلا ىنعم روصت ىلع ارداق دحأ نكي مل .قرغن نحنو قرغت قراوزلا و 
223 Ibid., 178. The text in Arabic:   نيب لصافلا طخلا مسر نولواحت متنأو ،ىلولأا مكتبكن تاونس متيضقو ،مكيلع روملأا تطلتخا"
".ءايحلأاو ىتوملا 
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“speechless terror.”224 Overwhelmed by the magnitude of these events, they are unable to give 
their traumatic experience any linguistic meaning and seek comfort in the absence of speech 
instead.  
 
There is the story of an elderly Palestinian woman who infiltrates into her fallen village 
of al-Birwa and sits on the ruins of her house, accompanied only by her “stubborn silence.”225 
There is also the trauma-induced silence that befalls Yunis’ father, the blind sheikh of Ain-al 
Zaitoun, following the fall of his village. The incomprehensible loss deprives him of his ability 
to speak:  
 
Everyone thought it would be like the war tales of their ancestors, where mighty armies 
were defeated . . . The blind sheikh told his wife that words had lost their meaning, so 
he decided to be silent.226 
 
As they slowly transcend their silence, Palestinian peasants develop what Khalil 
describes as “Return Fever,” whereby peasants who could no longer bear staying away from 
their lands strategized acts of infiltration into what was now Israel. This eagerness to return is 
echoed in the following quote by a Galilean peasant: 
But I couldn’t agree to live in Kafar Yasif; I wanted al-Birwa. I said we should go back 
and live with the people of al-Birwa that were left, go back and cultivate our own land. 
What were we supposed to do for work in Kafar Yasif?227 
 
Furthermore, the loss of peasant identity is exacerbated by the fact that life in the camp 
becomes a daily reminder of this loss. At one point in the text, Khalil remembers how his 
 
224 Kolk and Hart, “The Intrusive Past,” 172.  
225 Khoury, Gate, 207. The text in Arabic:  ".درت لا يهو"  
226 Ibid., 80-81. The text in Arabic:   ةرارج شويج نع ،مهئابآ نم اهتاياكح اوعمس يتلا بورحلا هبشت برحلا نأ نودقتعي سانلا ناك"
".تمصي نأ ررق كلذل ،هانعم دقف ملاكلا نإ هتجوزل لاق ،ىمعلأا خيشلا...مزهنت 
227 Ibid., 204-205. The text in Arabic:   نم يقب نم عم نكسنو دوعن تلق ،ةوربلا تدرأ ،فيسايرفك يف شيعلا ىلع قفاوأ مل..انأو"
".فيسايرفك يف لغتشنس اذام ،انضرأ عرزنو عجرن ،اهلهأ 
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grandmother Shahineh “said the agony started in the camp.”228 He recalls her description of 
the temporary camp that was set up in al-Rashidiyyeh: 
 
The only shelter people could find was under big, dry banana leaves. They’d buy ten 
leaves for five Lebanese piasters and make roofs for their tents and spread the leaves 
on the ground.229 
 
The camp reminds Shahineh that she is no longer a peasant, that she has lost her land, 
and perhaps most traumatizingly, that she must now make peace with “dry banana leaves” as 
her new home parameters.  
Unable to accept their traumatic loss, Palestinian peasants resort to the reproduction of 
their lost villages in their Lebanon camps, and in so doing attest to Nadia Latif’s argument that 
first generation Palestinians replicated “the social order of village life . . .  along with the form 
of community bound up with it” inside the camps. 230 The Galilee is grafted onto the camp 
space so that Shatila’s only hospital, which forms the setting for this novel, is named “The 
Galilee Hospital.”  For its part, the camp is so detached from the rest of Beirut that Umm 
Hassan feels it normal to announce that: “I don’t live in Beirut, I live in the camp. The camp? 
It’s a grouping of villages piled up one on top of another.”231 
As they reproduce Palestine inside the camp space, these peasants hold on to signifiers 
of their lost village life. This is manifest in how Khalil’s grandmother stuffs her pillow with 
flowers that remind her of her lost Galilean village, al-Ghabsiyyeh and which she keeps all her 
life. Of this nostalgic reproduction of Palestine, Khalil says: 
 
228 Ibid., 354.  The text in Arabic:  ".ميخملا يف أدب باذعلا نإ يتدج تلاق" 
229 Khoury, Gate, 355. The text in Arabic:   تاقرو رشع نورتشي اوناك .ةفشانلا ةريبكلا زوملا قاروأ يف ىوس مهأجلم سانلا دجي مل"
".ضرلأا ىلع اهنودميو ،مهمايخ اهب نوفقسي ،ةينانبل شورق ةسمخب زوم 
230 Latif, “Fallahin,” 48.    
231 Khoury, Gate, 112.  The text in Arabic:   قوف ةسدكم ىرق ةعومجم ميخملاو ،ميخملا يف شيعأ  ،توريب يف شيعأ لا انأ سب"
".اضعب اهضعب 
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I was convinced then—I still am—that my grandmother was afflicted with floral 
dementia, a widespread condition among Palestinian peasants who were driven from 
their villages.232   
 
 
Perhaps the most novel response to the 1948 trauma comes in the form of a cave, the 
so-called “Cave of the Sun,” which Yunis builds in close proximity to his lost Galilee. He digs 
it out near his old village of Deir al-Asad and it becomes the site of his short reunions with 
Nahilah. Yunis introduces his cave-as-abode saying: “I founded a village in a place no one 
knows, a village in the rocks where the sun enters and sleeps.”233 He conceived of the idea as 
early as 1948 when he was part of the then-budding nationalist movement. He met with his 
comrades and proposed the following scheme:    
 
I proposed, ‘Come on, let’s look for caves in Galilee and bring back the refugees. A 
cave is better than a tent, or a house of corrugated iron, or banana leaf walls but they 
didn’t agree. Members of the Organization said it was a pipe dream. An entire people 
can’t live in caves. They told me to go look for caves for the fedayeen and I saw the 
sarcasm in their expressions, so I didn’t look. I arranged my cave for myself and by 
myself and lived in it.234  
 
Lital Levy reads Yunis’ cave project as a reproduction of “village inside a cave” and 
translates it as a “rejects[ion] [of] the terms of refugee life in favor of a self-made “reality” of 
his [Yunis’] own.235 The cave, she argues, “becomes his own means of return, his own private 
Palestine” and as such emerges as an “underground homeland.” 236 While I agree with Levy’s 
reading, I would like to take this argument further and suggest that the building of the cave 
constitutes a post-trauma symptom. It is a temporary denial of the post-1948 reality. By 
 
232 Ibid., 38. The text in Arabic:   نيينيطسلفلا نيحلافلا دنع عئاش ضرم وهو .راهزلأا فرخب تبيصأ يتدج نأب لازأ امو اعنتقم تنكو"
".مهارق نم اودرط نيذلا 
233 Khoury, Gate, 20.  ".اهيف مانتو سمشلا اهلخدت روخصلا يف ةيرق .اهناكم دحأ فرعي لا ةيرق تسسأف انأ امأ" 
234 Ibid., 388-389. The text in Arabic: ةدوعلا نيئجلالا يلإ بلطنو ،ليلجلا يف رواغملا نع ثحبن اولاعت مهل تلق ،نهيلع تحرتقا انأ" 
نم لضفأ ةراغملا ،اهيلإ  ،زوملا قاروأ ناطيح نم وأ وكنزلا تيب نم وأ ،ةميخلا يف شيعي لا بعشلا ،.مهو اذه نأ ميظنتلا يف اولاق .اوقفاوي مل مهنكل
 تشعو ،يسفنلو يسفنب يتراغم تعنص ،ثحبأ مل كلذل ،يتراغم نم ةيرخسلا مههوجو يف تيأرو ،نييئادفلل رواغم نع ثحبلا ينوفلكو ،رواغملا
 ".اهيف 
235 Lital Levy, “Nation, Village, Cave,” 20.   
236 Ibid., 21-22. 
  
 
79 
allegorizing Palestine, Yunis rejects his fallah-turned-laji’ reality and tries to ease the 
magnitude of the overwhelming rupture he experiences during the Nakbah.  
In putting together these re-enactments of the Nakbah and its associated trauma, Khalil, 
as Samar AlJahdali argues, “insists on the articulation of memories, since they are the only 
archives available to post-1948 generations.”237 We see how in passing down their Nakbah 
stories to Adam, those peasants are able to move from a traumatic to narrative memory, in 
which they narrativize traumatic moments of the past while concurrently realizing that they are 
in the present.  
By fleshing out the trauma, Khalil exhibits loyalty to this “only archive” in as much as 
he contextualizes “the historicity of the trauma and the continuity of its consequences.”238  
Furthermore, this narrativization of the 1948 Nakbah as experienced by Galilean peasants 
directly implicates the political stressors behind the trauma: it was the 1948 Nakbah as a man-
made disaster that initiated the traumatic neurosis that transpired in these peasants’ lives. 
What’s more, the continuity of the Nakbah, manifested by these peasants’ ongoing refugee 
status, suggests that the trauma is no longer an event-based experience, but rather a structural 
trauma that defines their current experience of living.  
In the next section, I look at the second part of Khalil’s postmemorial narrativity and 
trace how he complicates and problematizes the 1948 trauma narratives.  
Mediating Trauma Narratives  
 
In her article “Mythologising Al-Nakba[h]: Narratives, Collective Identity and Cultural 
Practice among Palestinian Refugees in Lebanon,” Diana Allan traces how 1948 narratives 
 
237 AlJahdali, “The Land is Mine,” 13. 
238 Ibid. 
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play a role in “the production of national belonging” in Shatila camp and observes how second-
generation camp residents mediate their inherited Nakbah memory.  In a conversation with a 
Shatila resident about the Nakbah and the Palestinian right to return, the resident proclaims: 
“‘khara al awda—biddna na’eesh (‘shit to the right of return—we want to live!’).” Allan reads 
the resident’s scornful comment as constitutive of a break with the “nationalist code” in which 
the refugee “replac[es] the authenticity of the nostalgic gaze with a plea to be allowed to live 
in the present” and goes on to translate it “as the abandonment of political subjectivity and 
national cause.”239 Together, these comments encourage Allan to assert that “the ‘oral narrative 
tradition’ has become the empty signifier” in today’s Shatila camp, manifest in  how the “duty 
to remember” has left second generation Palestinians with a “growing sense of alienation.”240 
She concludes that these inherited traumas are “eclipsing their own experiences of crisis in 
Lebanon and their present suffering.”241 
Khalil shares with the aforementioned Shatila residents this “growing sense of 
alienation” which overshadows his own identity as a second-generation Palestinian.  He stages 
his own “shit to the right to return, we want to live!” by scorning his late grandmother’s stuffed 
pillow which she carried around all her life. Swollen with flowers that reminded her of 
Palestine, the pillow was the late peasant’s allegory of her lost village. She passes it on to Khalil 
shortly before her death. For his part, Khalil vows to un-claim this act of inheritance. His tactic 
is to “kill” Yunis with the pillow then “get rid of that pillow of flowers that reeks of decay” 
(My italics).242 I translate Khalil’s wish to suffocate Yunis with the pillow then toss it away as 
a foreshadowing of the unmaking of Palestinian trauma narratives which he embarks on in the 
text.  
 
239 Diana Allan, “Mythologising Al-Nakba,” 54. 
240 Ibid., 55. 
241 Ibid., 53. 
242 Khoury, Gate, 38. The text in Arabic: ".ةنوفعلا ةحئارب ةئيلملا راهزلأا ةدخم يمرأ نأ بجي...ةدخمب كلتق تدرأ ينلأ" 
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In the rest of this section, I trace how Khalil problematizes 1948 trauma narratives by: 
1) Critiquing the homogenization of 1948 narratives and how they idealize heroism and 
martyrdom, 2) Quizzing the first generation’s fixation on past traumas, 3) And finally, 
questioning how the Palestinian narrative of 1948 ignores and refuses to engage with Jewish 
traumatic memory. 
 
 
 
The Unmaking of Heroes and Heroism 
 
 
You don’t want to hear about anything except heroism, and you think you’re the heroes’ 
hero.243  
 
 
Khalil begins by unmaking Yunis’ legacy as a heroic resistance fighter. He reveals that 
Yunis constantly denied his own personal defeats by euphemizing them:  
 
You use words to play tricks with the truth. That’s the game that you play with your 
memories—you play tricks and say what you want without naming it.244 
 
 He ponders how Yunis would euphemize his own slippage into a coma:  
Yunes wasn’t afraid, his heart never wavered. Yunis “withdrew” because he was a 
hero.”245  
 
Khalil deconstructs Yunis’ story by revealing the flip side of the latter’s celebrated 
heroism: how he abandoned his own family in the fifties to set up training camps for the 
freedom fighters in Lebanon, and disappeared for decades after the Nakbah, only to return 
intermittently, thus allocating to Nahilah the whole responsibility of raising up their family. 
 
243 Ibid., 221. The text in Arabic: ".لاطبلأا "لطبأ" كسفن دقتعتو .ةلوطبلا ريغ ءيش يأ عامس ديرت لا تنأ"  
244 Ibid., 68-69. The text in Arabic: نأ نود هديرت ام لوقتو لياحتت ،تايركذلا عم كتبعل يه هذه .تاملكلاب ةقيقحلا ىلع لياحتت كنلأ" 
".هيمست 
245 Ibid., 72. The text in Arabic: ".لطب هنلأ بحسنا سنوي .هبلق فجتري وأ فخي مل سنوي"  
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Khalil confronts Yunis with this reality: “She lived her life alone among the blind, the refugees, 
and the dead. Then you’d turn up at Bab al-Shams, place grapes beneath her feet and go away 
again, leaving her sad, abandoned, and pregnant.”246 He portrays Yunis as an absent son, 
husband and father:  
 
You left as men always do. Manliness, or what we call manliness, consists of flight, 
because inside all the bluster and bullying and big words, there’s a refusal to face up to 
life.247 
 
In her article, “Commemorating Battles and Massacres in the Palestinian Refugee 
Camps of Lebanon,” Laleh Khalili defines the glorification of martyrdom as “the process by 
which lived experience is decontextualized, shorn of its concrete details, and transformed into 
an abstract symbol that can then be instrumentalized as a mobilizing tool by being filled with 
necessary ideological rhetoric and explanations.”248 Following Khalili’s definition, I argue that 
Khalil re-contextualizes his lived experience by questioning the over-glorification and 
romanticization of martyrdom as practiced by first-generation Palestinians. He expresses his 
growing disillusionment with this practice when he says:   
 
I didn’t bring the map of Palestine or the posters of martyrs. Nothing. Those don’t mean 
a thing here. Do you remember how we used to tremble in front of these posters . . .? 
Those posters were an integral part of our life, and we filled the walls of the camp and 
the city with them, dreaming that one day our own pictures would appear on similar 
ones. All of us dreamed of seeing our faces outlined in bright red and with the martyr’s 
halo.249  
 
 
 
246 Ibid., 135. The text in Arabic: عضت ،سمشلا باب ةراغم ىلإ تنأ يتأت مث .ىتوملاو نيئجلالاو نايمعلا نيب ةديحو ةأرملا تشاع" 
".ىلبحو ةروجهمو ةنيزحو ةديحو كتجوز اكرات ،رداغتو ،اهيلجر تحت بنعلا 
247 Ibid., 61. The text in Arabic: حيبشتلا و ةربوهلا لخادف .برهلا يه ةلوجر هيمسن ام وأ ةلوجرلا .لاجرلا عيمج برهي امك تبره" 
كانه ،ريبكلا ملاكلاو ".ةايحلا ةهجاوم نم برهلا  
248Khalili, “Commemorating Battles,” 1565-1566. 
249 Khoury, Gate, 130. The text in Arabic: ىنعم يأ ءايشلأا هذهل دعي مل ذإ ،ئيش لاو ءادهشلا تاقصلم لاو،نيطسلف ةطراخ بلجأ مل" 
و ،ءادهشلا تاقصلم مامأ فجترن انك فيك ركذت له .نلآاهشلا نأ رعشن ايساسأ اءزج قصلملا ناك .انيلإ اهنم زفقيو ةنولملا ةقرولا قزمي فوس دي
لاهبو ،عقافلا رمحلأا نوللاب ةطوحم انتروص ةيؤرب انملح انلك .هيلع انروص قلعن نأ ملحنو ،ةنيدملاو ميخملا ناطيح هب لأمن ،انتايح نم ".ءادهشلا ة  
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These lines indicate a radical shift from a time when second-generation Palestinians 
“used to tremble in front of these posters” and fancied having their faces adorned “with the 
martyr’s halo” to a present where Khalil announces that he “didn’t bring the map of Palestine 
of the posters of martyrs. Nothing” (My italics). In challenging heroic myths and 
deromanticizing massacres, Khalil, as Fabio Caiani argues, “takes advantage of his monopoly 
on Yunis’s version of reality.”250 
 
Palestine as “Video Nation” and the Role of Recycled Memories 
 
Khalil also takes issue with the victimization rhetoric adopted by first-generation 
Palestinians by critiquing the video mania that swept Shatila camp in the 1990s. This was a 
trend where elderly Palestinians sneaked back to their old villages (now Israeli cities) and 
filmed those visits on camera. Upon their return, they exchanged these videos with other camp 
families so that they too could see snippets of their old villages on TV and keep the memory 
of their pre-48 villages alive. In her aforementioned article, Diana Allan argues that this video 
trend emerged to replace traditional storytelling inside the camp and asserts that its very 
trendiness indicates that “the processes of transmission [are] becoming less narrative-based, 
more visual and increasingly individuated.”251 Moreover, she argues that these video cassettes 
were constitutive of “new communication technologies” which “alter[ed] the form and content 
of historical discourse” inside the camp.252 
The first generation’s infatuation with video as a visual re-enactment of their villages-
turned-Israeli cities resonates throughout the text. In a visit to her former village in al-Kweikat 
in northern Palestine, Umm Hassan is welcomed by Ella Dweik, an Israeli woman who now 
 
250 Fabio, “My Name is Yālū,” 141. 
251 Allan, “Mythologising Al-Nakba,” 47. 
252 Ibid. 
  
 
84 
occupies her house. Umm Hassan engages in a conversation with Ella as Ramy, Umm Hassan’s 
nephew, roams around the garden with his camera, filming snippets of the green expanse. Upon 
her return, Umm Hassan circulates the video across the camp before finally handing it over to 
Khalil. For his part, Khalil comments on this video tape saying:  
 
So the story was turned into a videotape that’s now mine. He [Ramy]made the camera 
roam over the house and around the land and the olive orchard. But it’s a beautiful tape, 
made up of lots of snapshots joined together. I’d have preferred a panorama, but never 
mind, we can imagine the scene as we watch. We’ve become a video nation.253 
 
 
He goes on to express his growing cynicism towards the role of video as a postmemory 
tool: 
 
The Shatila camp has turned into Camp Video. The videocassettes circulate among the 
houses, and people sit around their television sets, they remember and tell stories. They 
tell stories about what they see, and out of the glimpses of the villages they build 
villages.254 
 
His “out of the glimpses of the villages they build villages,” alludes to what Hirsch says 
of postmemory as necessitating the refugee’s imagination: 
 
Umm Hassan brought me a tape of al-Ghabsiyyeh, and some other woman brought a 
tape of another village—all people do is swap videotapes, and in these images we find 
the strength to continue. We sit in front of the small screen and see small spots, distorted 
pictures and close-ups, and from these we invent the country we desire. We invent our 
life through pictures.255 
 
 
 
253 Khoury, Gate, 113. The text in Arabic: لالياو نسح مأ نيب راوحلا روصي مل يمار .يكلم راص ويديف طيرش ةياكحلا تلوحتو" 
ومجم نم فلؤم ،ليمج طيرش هنكل .لاقتربلا ةرايب لوحو ضرلأا لوحو تيبلا لوح رودت اريماكلا لعج ،كيود روص هتيل اي .ةبرقم تاطقل ةع
".ويديفلا بعش انرص .ىرن نحنو دهشملا ليختن نأ عيطتسن ،سأب لا نكلو ،يماروناب لكشب 
254 Ibid., 106. The text in Arabic: ةزهجلأا لوح نوسلجي سانلاو ،تويبلا نيب لقتنت تاتيساكلا.ويديفلا ميخم راص لايتاش ميخم" 
ي لا ام نوكحي .نووريو نوركذتيو".دلابلا روص نم ادلاب نونبيو ،هنور  
255 Khoury, Gate, 462. The text in Arabic: ةيرق نع اطيرش تبلجو تبهذ نلاف مأو ،ةيسباغلا نع اطيرش يل تبلجو تبهذ نسح مأ" 
 اعقب ىرنو ،ةريغصلا ةشاشلا مامأ سلجن ،اهتروصب ةايحلا لمتحن .ةطرشلأا لدابت ىوس ائيش نولعفي لا سانلاو ،ىرخأ ةشوشم اروصو ةريغص
".روصلاب انتايح عرتخن .انقوذ ىلع اندلاب عرتخنف ،ةبرقم دهاشمو 
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 To use Drew Paul’s words, video medium in the novel “functions as a technologically 
assisted form of memory.”256 That this assisted form of memory has become a constant feature 
of camp life is clear when Khalil describes Shatila as “Camp Video.” But as Paul goes on to 
argue, in as much as video helps shape the second-generation’s memory work, “it is also finite, 
repetitive, and prone to distortion.”257 I would take this argument further by saying that this 
visual representation of a lost space keeps the refugee trapped in his own trauma, which is clear 
when Khalil poses the following question to Yunis:   
 
Or is it that you don’t want your story to end, that you want to leave it open ended so 
you can force us to keep on playing the role of the victim for as long as God sees fit?258  
 
Khalil wonders if this enforced “role of the victim” is allowing Shatila’s refugees to 
live in the here and now:  
 
Don’t they ever get sick of repeating the same stories? Umm Hassan never slept, and, 
until her death, she would tell stories, until all the tears had drained from her eyes.259  
 
For his part, Khalil announces that he has lost interest in this loop of repetitive re-
enactments:   
 
Should I be watching the tape every night, weeping and eventually dying from it? Or 
should I be filming you and turning you into a video that can make the rounds of the 
houses? What should I film though? Should I ask someone to play you as a young man? 
I might be able to play that role myself, what do you think? . . . But I’m not an actor, 
acting is a difficult profession!260 
 
 
256 Paul, “The Grandchildren of Yūnis,”193. 
257 Ibid.  
258 Khoury, Gate, 452. The text in Arabic: ةيحضلا رود بعل ةعباتم ىلع انربجت يك ،ةياهن لاب اهكرتت .يهتنت نأ كتياكحل ديرت لا مأ" 
".الله ءاش ام ىلإ 
259 Ibid., 106. The text in Arabic:".اهينيع عومد يف تتام ىتح يورت تلظ ،منت مل نسح مأ ؟اهسفن تاياكحلا راركت نم نومأسي لاأ" 
260 Ibid., 113. The text in Arabic: ويديف مليف كلعجأو ،تنأ كروصأ نأ بجي مأ ،تومأو يكبأو ةليل لك طيرشلا ىلع جرفتا نأ بجيأ" 
ثمت دحأ نم بلطأ له ؟روصأ اذام نكلو ؟تويبلا يف رودي.ةبعص ةنهم ليثمتلاو لاثمم تسل ينكل..؟انأ هتلثم ول كيأر ام ؟اباش كرود لي  
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In signaling his disillusionment with the acting role assigned to his generation, Khalil 
frees himself from what Nadia Latif describes as the “overwhelming burden” on second- 
generation refugees; the burden “to serve as repositories of national memory/tradition.”261  
 
 
Critiquing the Negation of the Holocaust  
 
 
Also under attack by Khalil is how the 1948 narrative shies away from engaging with 
Jewish traumatic memory. Puzzled at this intentioned negation, Khalil quizzes Yunis with the 
following questions:  
 
But in those days, when the Nazi beast was exterminating the Jews of Europe, what did 
you know about the world? . . . I believe, like you, that this country must belong to its 
people, and there is no moral, political, humanitarian, or religious justification that 
would permit the expulsion of an entire people from its country and the transformation 
of what remained of them into second-class citizens . . . But tell me, in the faces of 
people being driven to slaughter, don’t you see something resembling your own?262 
 
 
Khalil’s “what did you know about the world” and “don’t you see something 
resembling your own?” fills the text with tension. In a novel whose central aim is the narration 
of 1948 Palestinian experience of dispossession, there is, or as Khalil would put it, there should 
be, a way of bringing both traumatic histories together.  
 
 
261 Latif, “Fallahin,” 61. 
262 Khoury, Gate, 295- 296. The text in Arabic: اذام ،ابوروأ يف دوهيلا ةدابإب موقي يزانلا شحولا ناك نيح ،مايلأا كلت يف نكلو" 
 يناسنإ وأ يسايس وأ يقلاخأ رربم يلأ دوجو لا هنأ و ،اهلهلأ نوكت نأ بجي ،دلابلا هذه نأب كلثم نمؤأ انأف...؟ملاعلا نع نوفرعت متنك ينيد وأ
لإ هاياقب ليوحتو ،هدلاب نم لماك بعش درطب حمسي حبذلا ىلإ اوقيس نيذلا ءلاؤه هوجو يف .اورت ملأ ،يل لق نكلو...ةيناثلا ةجردلا نم نينطاوم ى
"؟مكهوجو هبشي ائيش 
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According to Caruth, “the traumatic nature of history means that events are only 
historical to the extent that they implicate others” so that one traumatic story becomes about 
“the suffering of others’ traumas.”263  Such is the power of empathic unsettlement, which 
according to LaCapra involves “attending to, even trying, in limited ways, to recapture the 
possibly split-off, affective dimension of the experience of others.”264  
 
Khalil creates this possibility of empathy by giving the Israeli the space to talk within 
the text. As he contextualizes the Holocaust trauma, Khalil is able to both sympathize with 
Jewish traumatic memory while remaining critical of the political project which unfolds in its 
name.  
 
This is most powerfully realized in Umm Hassan’s encounter with Ella, the Israeli 
woman who has taken over her house.265 As they engage in a dialogic exchange, Ella, an 
Oriental/Sephardic Jew originally from Lebanon, tells Umm Hassan of her forced expulsion 
out of Lebanon and into Israel. She pleads to Umm Hassan to “take this wretched land back” 
and let her go back to Beirut.266 She also opens up to Umm Hassan about her own trauma: 
 
 She told Um Hassan how she’d lived in the Maabarot, where they’d sprayed the 
Sephardic Jews with insecticide, as though they were animals, before admitting them 
to stone barracks.267 
 
 
 
263 Caruth, Unclaimed, 18.  
264 LaCapra, Writing History, 40. 
265 Khoury, Gate, 108. 
266 Ibid., 112. The text in Arabic: "ةعوطقملا ضرلأاه لك يدخ"  
267 Ibid., 114. The text in Arabic: ،تاناويح مهنأك تاديبملاب نييقرشلا دوهيلا نوشري اوناك ثيح "توربعملا" يف تشاع فيك اهتربخأ" 
"ةيرجحلا تاكاربلا مهلاخدإ لبق 
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Ella relays to Umm Hassan how upon her arrival to Israel, she was forced to take off 
her clothes so she could be showered then sprayed with “cylindrical sprayer.”268 She tells of 
how her father’s fez was removed, how the Israelis thought “he was a Muslim” and interrogated 
him as a result, “before asking him to remove his clothes and spraying him—letting him get 
used to standing naked—without a fez, forever.”269As Ella concludes her story, Umm Hassan, 
allegedly the last person who should feel empathetic towards Ella, weeps.  
 
By opening up the text to Jewish traumatic memory, Khalil draws on what LaCapra 
describes as the “traumatic experience of others,” by carrying out the aforementioned concept 
of “empathic unsettlement.”270 He recognizes Ella’s traumatic experience as an Oriental Jew 
who was ruptured by her enforced abandonment of her home in Lebanon and her subsequent 
resettlement in Israel, but holds that her traumatic experience does not legitimize her presence 
in Umm Hassan’s house, nor does it  justify the Zionist project. Khalil creates this possibility 
of empathy with Ella’s story without falling into the “danger” of “de-contextualization.”271 He 
announces that he will continue to engage with Jewish traumatic memory through “mirroring”: 
 
because I’d learned the secret of war. This secret is the mirror. I know no one will agree 
with me, and they’ll say I talk like this because I’m afraid, but it’s not true. If you’re 
afraid, you don’t say your enemy is your mirror, you run away from him.272 
 
To conclude this section, it is important to stress that by mediating the 1948 Nakbah 
narratives, Khalil is not after a total abandonment of this traumatic legacy in as much as he 
 
268 Ibid. 
269 Ibid. The text in Arabic:".دبلأا ىلإ هشوبرط نم ايراع ءاقبلا داتعيو ،تاديبملاب شريو ،هبايث علخي نأب هل اوحمسي نأ لبق"  
270 LaCapra, Writing History, 41.  
271 Stephan Milich and Lamia Moghnieh, “Trauma: Social Realities and Cultural Texts,” Meta Journal 11 
(2018):7, https://doi.org/10.17192/meta.2018.11.7941. 
272 Ibid., 287. The text in Arabic: يننإ نولوقيسو ،ينقفاويس دحأ لا نأ فرعأ .ةآرملا همسا برحلا رسو ،برحلا رس تملعت ينلأ" 
لا نكل .فئاخ ينلأ اذكه يكحأ".هنم برهي لب ،هتآرم هودع نإ لوقي لا فئاخلا .  
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hopes to perform what Ihab Saloul describes as the “positive function of nostalgia.”273 
According to Saloul, a positive function of nostalgia is one in which nostalgic memory is 
employed “as a potentially productive mode of remembering that goes beyond recovering or 
idealizing the past, and instead functions as a cultural response to the loss of home in exile” or 
“a reconstitution of injured subjectivities.””274 Khalil carries out this positive function by 
giving the 1948 trauma its due before revisiting some of its aspects, in the process 
reconstituting his own injured subjectivity. To use Saloul’s words, his is a “present-oriented 
memorization,” in which, as son of postmemory, he seeks to transcend the “idealization of past 
narratives” by moving on to the “immediate present of exile” and suggesting the present as a 
continuation of this past trauma.275 In other words, sieving through older traumas allows Khalil 
to realize the existence of present ones.  
In the next and final section, I show how Khalil’s postmemorial work allows him to 
capture and narrativize his own trauma. He begins to open up about his traumatic experiences 
first as an orphan, then as a defeated fighter, victim-witness and duped lover. Together, these 
fragmented narratives allow him to imagine an alternative postness.  
Tapping into Khalil’s Trauma  
 
My grandmother used to drown me in stories . . . Now I feel that I have to push the 
stories aside in order to see clearly, for all I see is spots, as though that woman’s stories 
were like colored spots drifting around me.276 
 
As he carries out his postmemorial remembrances, Khalil grows adept at “push[ing] the 
stories aside” and “see[ing] clearly.” This shift transpires in the second half of the novel when 
 
273Saloul, Catastrophe and Exile, 10. 
274 Ibid. 
275 Ibid. 
276 Khoury, Gate, 356-357. The text in Arabic: يك يلوح نم تاياكحلا حيزأ يننأ ،نلآا رعشأ...تاياكحلاب ينقرغت تناك يتدج"
 ،عقبلا ىوس ىرأ لاف ،ىرأ ".يلوح وفطت يتلا ةنولملا عقبلا هبشت ةأرملا كلت تاياكح نأك  
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he starts opening up about his earlier traumas and narrates them. As he engages in this form of 
telling, Khalil also sheds light on the traumatic memory that preceded this narration. He writes 
of the post-trauma symptoms that haunted and trapped him in an unconscious repetition of the 
traumatic event. He opens his narration with the most recent traumatic event, that of the 
Lebanese Civil War:  
Lebanon blew up in our faces. An entire country reduced to splinters, and we found 
ourselves running around among the shattered fragments of districts, cities, villages, 
sects.277 
 
As a former freedom fighter, Khalil experiences firsthand the defeat of the Palestinian 
political movement as manifested by the Lebanon that “blew up.” He also witnesses the death 
and demise of his comrades. For a long time after the war, Khalil struggles with repetitive 
flashbacks and nightmares during which he experiences his earlier, repressed traumas. That 
these haunting symptoms creep on his consciousness is clear when he describes the war 
memory as a recurring dream:  
 
The civil war had become a long dream, as though it had never happened. I can feel it 
under my skin, but I don’t believe it. Only the images remain. Even our massacre here 
in the camp and the flies that hunted me down I see as though they were photos, as 
though I weren’t remembering but watching. I don’t feel anything but astonishment. 
Strange, isn’t it? Stranger that war should pass like a dream.278 
 
 
These war traumas are exacerbated by the fact that Khalil sustains an injury and is 
consequently declared “unfit for war.” He is given the option of studying a medicine course in 
China and becoming a doctor, at which point “Khalil the officer was swept away, and in came 
 
277 Ibid., 146. The text in Arabic: ندملاو ءايحلأا اياظش نيب ضكرن انرصو ،اياظش ىلإ تراص ةلماك دلاب .انيديأ نيب رجفنا نانبل نلأ" 
".ةفلتخملا فئاوطلاو ىرقلاو 
278 Ibid., 274. The text in Arabic: .اهقدصأ لا ينكلو يدلج تحت اهتهكنب رعشأ .ثدحت مل اهنأك ،ليوط مانم لثم تراص ةيلهلأا برحلا"
يف انه انتحبذم ىتح .روصلا ىوس اهنم قبي مل  لب لعفنأ لا .دهاشأ لب ركذتأ لا يننأك .ةروص هنأك يمامأ هارأ ،ينسرتفا يذلا بابذلاو ،ميخملا
شهدلاب باصأة".مانملاك برحلا رمت نأ بيرغ ،كلذك سيلأ ،بيرغ .  
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Khalil the doctor.”279 But Khalil is bitter about having to go back to the “beginning” to pursue 
a new career: 
 
But what do I mean by “begin my life?” When I say “begin,” does it mean that 
everything I did before doesn’t count?280 
 
The possibility of traumatization chases him even beyond the battleground. In his 
capacity as doctor at Shatila’s Galilee Hospital, Khalil witnesses first-hand the Shatila 
massacre and the subsequent War of the Camps:  
 
I stayed in the hospital for a month treating the dead, eating eggplant, and watching the 
Israeli planes launch bombing raids like they were competing in firework displays. I 
lived with death, but I couldn’t absorb it. They all died. They came, and as soon as we’d 
put them in beds, they died.281 
 
 
The sight of dead bodies attacked by flies overwhelm his war memory:  
 
 
I won’t forget the buzzing blue flies over those bodies acting as reservoirs for all the 
death in the world. I won’t forget how we stepped over the distended vertical bodies, 
holding our noses.282 
 
 
These flies and ants that swarm over the dead haunt him in his dreams:  
 
 
Then I fall asleep. The memories come like swarms of ants invading my mind, and with 
their spiraling motion I sleep.283  
 
 
 
279 Ibid.,166. The text in Arabic:".بيبطلا ليلخ ءاج و طباظلا ليلخ حازنا"  
280 Ibid., 54. The text in Arabic:".ائيش نكي مل هتلعف ام لك نأ اذه ينعي له ،أدبأ لوقأ نيحو ،يتايح أدبأ نأ ينعي اذام نكلو"  
281 Ibid., 99. The text in Arabic: فصقت ةيليئارسلإا تارئاطلا ىلع جرفتأو ،ناجنذابلا لكأو ،ىتوملا جلاعأ ىفشتسملا لخاد ارهش تيقب" 
وملا عم تشع .ةيرانلا باعللأل تايرابم يف اهنأكوتام سانلا لكو ،بعوتسا ملو تلا ةرسأ يف مهعضن حيو ،نوتأي .ام".نوتومي ىفشتس  
282 Ibid., 287. The text in Arabic: .ملاعلا يف توملا لك تنزتخا يتلا داسجلأا كلت قوف نطت تناك يتلا ءاقرزلا بابذلا ةباحس ىسنأ لا" 
يدومعلا ثثجلا قوف انخشف فيك ىسنأ لا".انفونأ دسن نحنو ،ةخفتنملا ة  
283 Ibid., 53. The text in Arabic:".مونلا ىلإ ةيبلوللا اهتكرح عم بهذأو ،يسأر لتحت يتلا لمنلا نم ناعطقك تايركذلا يتأت .وفغأ مث"  
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Khalil continues his narration by relaying how the human body was violated beyond 
death. The hospital, the only one in Shatila, was short on resources and could not give the dead 
a proper burial:  
 
We covered them with quicklime to kill the germs and wiped away their features before 
throwing them into the hole, which later became a soccer field.284 
 
As he maps the war-induced trauma that transpired in the camp and traces how the 
human body was infringed upon and violated, Khalil begins to open up about another, albeit 
much older, massacre that happened in his own life, i.e. the murder of his own father. Khalil 
was only a child when his father was killed at their home’s door step and therefore hardly 
remembers it. It is his grandmother that passes the murder scene down to him which remains 
intact in his memory even decades after the murder. His memory is jumbled up and tricks him 
into believing that he witnessed the murder himself:   
 
I also started my life with a massacre; what else would you call my father’s murder? 
True, I was young and can hardly remember anything, but I can still imagine the scene. 
What my grandmother told me about his death turned into images that haunt me.285  
 
 
The image of his father’s blood-covered body, which Khalil elsewhere in the text says 
was reminiscent of “a slaughtered limb,” still haunts Khalil, even as he approaches the age of 
40.286  He says:  
 
at this crossroads the image of that man who left me so he could die still imposes itself 
on me, and always will.287 
 
284 Ibid., 256. The text in Arabic: يتلا ،ةرفحلا كلت يف مهيمر لبق ،مههوجو اوحمو ،ميثارجلا لتق لجأ نم ضيبلأا سلكلاب مهوطغ" 
".مدقلا ةركل ابعلم تراص 
285 Ibid., 306. The text in Arabic: ،ائيش ركذأ داكأ لاو ،اريغص تنك يننأ حيحص ؟يبأ لتق يمست اذام ،ةحبذمب يتايح تأدب اضيأ انأف" 
".ينقحلات اروصل تلوحت هتوم نع يتدج رابخأ نأك ،يمامأ لثام دهشملا نكل 
286 Ibid., 176. The text in Arabic: "حوبذم فورخ هنأك" 
287 Ibid., 306. The text in Arabic: نأ لجأ نم ينكرت يذلا لجرلا كلذ ةروص دوعت تاقرتفملا يفو ،نيعبرلأا تاقرتفم ىلع فقأ نلآا انأ"
".تومي 
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As if not traumatized enough by his father’s brutal murder, Khalil witnesses his sister’s 
death, followed by his mother’s escape to Jordan following her double loss.  Together, these 
distressing events compound his loss and leave him struggling with a feeling of utter 
abandonment: “I lost my own life right at the beginning, when my mother left me and escaped 
to Jordan.”288  
 
These external stimuli attack his mental apparatus and seep into his consciousness 
without being filtered nor comprehended. A repression of trauma ensues:  
 
The subject didn’t interest me much because when she disappeared, I was a child, and 
when I grew older, I held a grudge against her and didn’t pay much attention to her 
story.289 
 
For a while, Khalil doesn’t “pay much attention to her [his mother’s] story” but the 
memory soon returns to haunt him in incessant flashbacks, especially when later in the text he 
discovers that his mother is still alive:  
 
What if I found my mother? I don’t want her now, and I don’t love her. But why? Why 
should her ghost come and inhabit this room with me?290 
 
According to Caruth, the flashbacks, nightmares and repetitions that return to haunt the 
traumatized individual following a traumatic experience hint at a “history [of trauma] that 
literally has no place.”291 The subconscious does not register the event, “neither in the past, in 
which it was not fully experienced, nor in the present, in which its precise images and 
 
288 Ibid., 139. The text in Arabic:".ندرلأا ىلإ تبره و يمأ ينتكرت نيح ،ةيادبلا ذنم يتايح ترسخ انأ" 
289 Ibid., 368. The text in Arabic: لفحأ ملو ،اهيلع تدقح تربك نيحو تفتخا نيح لافط تنك انأف ،اريثك يلاب عوضوملا اذه لغشي مل"
".اهتياكحب 
290 Ibid., 376. The text in Arabic: ةفرغلا هذه نكسيل اهحبش يتأي اذامل ؟اذامل نكلو .اهبحأ لاو ،نلآا اهديرأ لا انأ ؟يمأ تدجو ول اذام"
 "؟يعم 
291 Caruth, “Introduction, Part II,” 153. 
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enactments are not fully understood.”292 Only when the traumatized individual is able to give 
these flashbacks linguistic meaning—and thereby shift from a traumatic to a narrative memory 
by telling a somehow coherent story, is the traumatic experience “integrated into one’s own, 
and others’ knowledge of the past.”293 Following Caruth’s line of thought, we see how Khalil 
moves from a repression of trauma in the first half of the novel to a fragmented articulation of 
it that transpires in the second half.  In the opening pages of the novel, Khalil tries to remember 
his traumas except that they are not available to his conscious recollection:  
I lie on my bed. And try to summon up the image of the ants, but it won’t come. I think 
of shams, I see her mutilated body, and sleep won’t come. 294  
Later in the novel, he becomes increasingly aware of these different images:  
Before Shams, I was ignorant of this. When she died, I became aware of my amputated 
limbs and the parts of me that were already buried; I became conscious of my father 
and my grandmother, even my mother. I saw them as an organ that had been ripped out 
of me by force.295  
 
“This” is an allusion to his older traumas which are activated by Shams’ death, what 
Caruth describes as the “unconsciousness of leaving that bears the impact of history” or 
“historical truth.”296 Suddenly, Khalil is made aware of his “amputated limbs” and “the parts” 
of him “that were already buried.” I read Khalil’s “I became conscious of my father, and my 
grandmother, even my mother” as an indication that he becomes conscious of the traumas he 
repressed following these traumatic losses. It is this evoked consciousness that allows him to 
narrate his trauma.  
 
292 Ibid. 
293 Ibid., 154.  
294 Khoury, Gate, 53. The text in Arabic: ةعطقم اهارأ ،سمش يف ركفأ .يتأت لاف ،لمنلا ةليخم ءاعدتسا لواحأو يريرس يف ىقلتسا" 
".مونلا يتأي لاو ،ءلاشأ ىلإ 
295 Ibid., 517. The text in Arabic: عزتنا ءزج اهنأكو اهتيأر ،اهتيسن ،ةروتبملا يئاضعأب ترعش ،تتام نيحو .فرعأ نكأ مل ،سمش لبق"
".ةوقلاب يدسج نم 
296 Caruth, Unclaimed, 23.   
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The point in the text that signals that Khalil has partially worked through his trauma is 
when he leaves Yunis’ side to run a simple errand. Before he departs, Khalil announces the end 
of his storytelling journey:  
For six months I’ve been with you, paralyzed by fear. Your new infancy has just 
liberated me from it . . . My fear is gone.297  
His long-awaited liberation from fear allows him to imagine his life beyond the 
traumatic. He adds:  
Your death came and rescued me. You made me a doctor again, you brought me to live 
with you here in the hospital, and you allowed me to recover my desire for life.298 
 
When Khalil returns to the hospital, Yunis has already died. His immediate reaction is 
of guilt, which he is quickly able to surpass:  
I decided it was time for me to weep, mourn, to be unconsolable. I decided you were 
dead and that I’d go on with my life without you, without the hospital and without our 
stories, of which we’ve only told fractions.299 
 
 
His “I’d go on with my life without you,” signals Khalil’s success at freeing himself 
from his inherited trauma. Shedding the traces of the 1948 trauma allows him to articulate and 
work out his own defeats, and in Caruth’s words, “exit into the freedom of forgetting.”300 
 
As the text closes, Khalil is still a refugee in the war-torn Shatila camp. He is still 
grappling with the reality of life as a second-generation Palestinian refugee. The trauma is an 
 
297 Khoury, Gate, 459. The text in Arabic: نم ةديدجلا كتلوفط ينتررح دقلف ،نلآا امأ .ينلشي يفوخو ،كعم انأو رهشأ ةتس" 
 ".فوخلا 
298 Ibid., 509. The text in Arabic: يف يتبغر ةداعتساب يل تحمسو ،ىفشتسملا يف كعم ينتنكساو ،ابيبط ينتدعأ ،ينذقنيل كتوم ءاجو" 
".ةايحلا 
299 Ibid., 530.  The text in Arabic: ورن مل يتلا انتاياكح نود نمو ،ىفشتسملا نود نمو ،كنود نم يتايح لمكأس يننأو ،تم كنأ تررق"
".اهنم ةريغص ءازجأ ىوس 
300 Caruth, Unclaimed, 32. 
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enduring reality because the Nakbah is an ongoing event. While it is true that Khalil’s trauma 
work helps ease his past wounds (the collective and the personal), it does not and cannot protect 
him from an ongoing, relentless, trauma (resulting from the ongoing Nakbah). As such, I’d like 
to conclude by suggesting that Khalil’s postmemorial work is an example of what Ihab Saloul 
describes as “exilic narrativity,” a narrativity that “leads to compassion (and identification) 
with the story of the past nakba but . . . also positions and activates Palestinian memory of loss 
of homeland in a specific context—the catastrophic present of exile.”301 
 
Conclusion  
 
As he carries out this narrativization of trauma beginning with the 1948 Nakbah and on 
to the following decades, Khalil is able to make more sense of his own psychic fragmentation. 
He frees himself from the 1948 traumatic legacy, and subsequently works through his own 
repressed traumas, both undertakings of which allow him to organize the forgetting necessary 
for his continued survival in Shatila camp.  
 
On a second level, Khalil’s narrative opens the text to the collective trauma experienced 
by the peasants of the Galilee on the eve of the Nakbah.  The text follows the traumatized 
peasants as they grapple with their fresh traumas and it charts their early responses to the loss 
of their Galilee. As Khalil gives them the space to narrate their traumatic experience, he 
implicates the political stressors—both the Lebanese war actors as well as the Zionist 
enterprise-- which stand behind and feed into this ongoing trauma. By opening up trauma to 
narrativity, the novel undoes the silence that shrouds Palestinian traumatic experience during 
Nakbah. 
 
301 Saloul, Catastrophe and Exile, 83. 
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Introduction  
 
 
In this chapter, I look at Elias Khoury’s 2016 novel, āwlād al-ghitu, ismī Adam 
(Children of the Ghetto, My Name Is Adam, 2018). I suggest that the novel is an attempt by 
Khoury to expose a silenced chapter in Palestinian traumatic memory: i.e. how Palestinian 
cities that fell within the parameters of Israel after the 1948 Nakbah were fenced in and 
ghettoized by the Israeli army. I argue that Khoury writes My Name Is Adam to respond to two 
types of silence: silence forced on the archive, and silence as a result of an exclusivity imposed 
on trauma.   
 
I then introduce the novel and chart some of the scholarly attention it has received 
before moving to my suggested reading of it. I trace how Adam, a second-generation 
Palestinian-Israeli living in New York, suffers a complex trauma following the 1948 Nakbah. 
He is orphaned by the catastrophe, traumatized by his experience as the first son of the ghetto, 
and goes on to grapple with a life-long crisis resulting from his ruptured identity as a Palestinian 
inside Israel. He lives his life in flight from his traumas and metaphorizes his traumatic 
experience by writing an autobiographical novel on a classical Arab poet, until three different 
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encounters reactivate his older traumas and drive him to write his own memoir instead. As he 
transcribes his memoir, Adam narrates the collective trauma that followed the ghettoization of 
Lydda in 1948. The novel captures Lydda’s fall, the brutal expulsion and massacre of its 
people, and finally the ghettoization of its remaining residents. Here again, the text becomes 
the site of two traumatic experiences: Adam’s own identity crisis juxtaposed with the collective 
trauma experienced by Lydda’ residents during and after 1948.   
 
 
 
Un-Silencing the Ghetto Memory 
 
 
In a 2018 interview with Hassina Mechaï from the Middle East Monitor, Elias Khoury 
describes his 2016 novel My Name Is Adam saying:  
 
Everything is fictional in this novel . . . except for the existence of this ghetto. How the 
ghetto works, the forced-labor, the people who had to bury the corpses of the Palestinian 
victims, all these were true.302  
 
The novel is part one of Khoury’s Children of the Ghetto trilogy and was translated 
into English by Humphrey Davies in 2018.  Like The Kingdom of Strangers and Gate of the 
Sun, My Name Is Adam responds to a major gap in historiographical writing. It exposes the 
hardly known fact that following the 1948 Nakbah, many Arab communities who remained 
within their fallen cities were fenced in and ghettoized by Israel’s occupying army until 
roughly the end of 1949 when these ghettoes were removed and became present-day Arab 
quarters in Israel.  
 
302 Hassina Mechaï, “From Jewish Ghettos to Palestinian Ghettos; Eliaas Khoury on His New Novel,” Middle 
East Monitor, February 22, 2018, https://www.middleeastmonitor.com/20180222-from-jewish-ghettos-to-
palestinian-ghettos-elias-khoury-on-his-new-novel/. 
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This historiographical silence persists to this day, even seven decades after the 
catastrophe. In a 2018 interview with Andrea Apostu, Khoury says that he was stunned to learn 
that “these places were named ghettos by the Israeli army” itself, adding that he could only 
find references to this ghetto phenomenon in “some memoires of people from the city of Lydda 
and Haifa.”303 Adamant to document this missing episode in modern Palestinian history, 
Khoury reportedly spent three years collecting the testimonials that inspire the novel’s main 
narrative strands. Most of these were in the form of Skype calls with Palestinians who had left 
the ghetto decades earlier and were now settled in Amman, Jordan.304 
 
My Name Is Adam challenges Israel’s disavowal of a cruel phase in its occupation’s 
history—the ghettoization of Palestinian towns-- and in so doing, re-appropriates the 
Palestinian right to an archive.  A fictional Khoury announces this narrative aim in a foreword 
to the novel. In this opening statement, this Khoury –who is dissociated from the real author of 
the novel-- denies his authorship of the text, stating that he met the real writer of this novel, a 
Palestinian-Israeli man by the name of Adam Dannoun, in 2005 in New York where Khoury 
was teaching Arabic literature at the time.  Following Adam’s shadowy death “in a fire” at his 
New York home, a friend of Adam’s confides in Khoury and gives him a set of “ordinary, 
ruled, Five Star university notebooks” which were abandoned by Adam.305 These notebooks 
comprise an incomplete novel as well as a memoir, both of which are themed on the fallen 
writer’s traumatic experience as son of the Lydda ghetto. Adam also leaves behind his will in 
which he imposes silence on his own trauma narrative and asks for these notebooks to be burnt 
along with his body, before “throwing his ashes into the Hudson.”306  
 
303  Andrea Apostu, “Elias Khoury: “Literature is the History of Ordinary People,” Bookaholic, June 25, 2018, 
https://www.bookaholic.ro/elias-khoury-literature-is-the-history-of-ordinary-people-interview.html. 
304 “Silence As Communication: A Conversation with Elias Khoury,” Pen Transmissions, Novemeber 2, 2018. 
https://pentransmissions.com/2018/11/02/a-conversation-with-elias-khoury. 
305 Elias Khoury, My Name Is Adam, trans. Humphrey Davies (London: MacLehose Press, 2018), 13.  
306 Ibid. The text in Arabic: ".نوسداهلا رهن يف دامرلا اوقلأو هتثج اوقرحأ مهنأو" 
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For his part, Khoury refuses to carry out this act of silence and decides to combine 
both writing projects into one manuscript and publish them. He tweaks the order of their 
segments and adds a few headings before sending the manuscript off to Beirut’s Dār al-adab 
thus “realizing” his long-held “dream of writing a sequel to Gate of the Sun.”307 The 
relationship between both texts being how they are preoccupied with the silences that 
underpin the history of the Palestinian Nakbah. Before referring the manuscript to Dār al-
adab, Khoury contemplates possible titles for the soon to be published novel. He goes from 
his initial choice of The Notebooks of Adam Dannoun to Children of the Ghetto: 
I decided that the book should expose a truth to which no-one previously had paid any 
attention, namely that the Palestinian women and men who had managed to remain in 
their land were the children of the little ghettoes into which they had been forced by the 
new state that had taken over their country, erasing its name.308  
 
 
By granting himself the authority to ‘name’ the manuscript, Khoury “intervenes as an 
author to complete the act of breaking the silence.”309 
 
My Name Is Adam objects to another type of silence: i.e. Israel’s continued attempts to 
discredit Palestinian trauma narratives on the grounds that European Jewry suffered a more 
intense traumatic experience, as exemplified by the anti-Jewish Pogroms and the Holocaust. It 
is this tension between both traumatic histories that is problematized in the text.  
 
I read this tension between Palestinian and Jewish traumas as analogous to another 
tension discussed by Khoury in a foreword note to Bashir Bashir and Amos Goldberg’s new 
 
307 Ibid., 15. The text in Arabic: "".سمشلا باب" ةياور نم يناثلا ءزجلا ةباتك يف يملح تققح دق نوكأ اذكه"  
308 Ibid., 17. The text in Arabic: نيذلا نيينيطسلفلاو تاينيطسلفلا نأ يهو ،دحأ اهيلإ هبتني مل ةقيقح فشكي باتكلا اذه نأ تررقو" 
".اهمسا تحمو مهدلاب ىلع تلوتسا يتلا ةديدجلا ةلودلا اهيف مهترشح يتلا ةريغصلا تاوتيغلا دلاوأ مه ،مهضرأ يف ءاقبلا اوعاطتسا 
309 Raef Zreik, “Writing Silence: Reading Khoury’s Novel Children of the Ghetto: My Name is Adam,” in The 
Holocaust and the Nakba: A New Grammar of Trauma and History, ed. Bashir Bashir and Amos Goldberg 
(New York: Columbia University Press, 2019), 320. 
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edited volume The Holocaust and the Nakba: A New Grammar of Trauma and History.  It is a 
tension between the Jewish term Sabonim (Hebrew for soap) and the Palestinian Nablus soap. 
According to Khoury, Sabonim refers to the “survivors of the Holocaust who had made their 
way to the “Promised Land”” upon the institutionalization of the Zionist project in 1948.310 
The term, Khoury adds, was also a “reference to one of the alleged barbaric practices of the 
Nazi Holocaust, which was to produce soap from the bodies of its victims.”311   According to 
Khoury, the word Sabonim was used to terrorize Palestinian artist Mona Hatoum who in a 1996 
art installation put together 2400 Nablus soap blocks to create a map of occupied Palestine. 
Suddenly, all hell broke loose and Hatoum’s usage of soap was criticized as a “racist 
sanctioning of Nazi crimes.”312 This interpretation of the Palestinian artist’s work left Khoury 
dumbfounded and wondering if:  
 
the Palestinian artist is not to be allowed to use Nablus’s soap for fear of stirring up a 
Zionist interpretation of her art that destroys the very essence of its humanity, how then 
are Palestinians to express their tragedy? Or must their tragedy be obliterated because 
a more tragic narrative was crafted in the gas chambers of a racist Europe?313 
 
Khoury responds to both types of silence—silence imposed on the archive and silence 
as a consequence of an imposed exclusivity to trauma—by de-territorializing the word ‘ghetto,’ 
itself a major signifier of Jewish traumatic memory. He appropriates this term to capture a post-
Nakbah traumatic reality, whereby European Jewry unghettoized themselves by creating 
ghettoes in the Palestine they occupied. This reproduction of the ghetto prompts Khoury’s 
labeling of the Palestinians as “victims of the victims” or more precisely as “double victims.”314 
 
 
310 Elias Khoury, “Foreword,” in The Holocaust and the Nakba: A New Grammar of Trauma and History, ed. 
Bashir Bashir and Amos Goldberg (New York: Columbia University Press, 2019), IX.  
311 Ibid.  
312 Ibid., X.  
313 Ibid.  
314 Apostu, “Elias Khoury. 
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Khoury also adopts the “ghetto” to carry out his favored concept of mirroring. His is 
not a suggestion that the Holocaust and Nakbah are “mirror images,” because as he has argued 
elsewhere, the Holocaust was a traumatic event, while the Nakbah is an ongoing traumatic 
experience. However, it is the Jew and the Palestinian as traumatized subjects who “are able to 
become mirror images,” of one another and “of human suffering” as a whole.315  According to 
Khoury, mirroring entails that both peoples recognize each other’s experiences of trauma and 
thereby “disabuse themselves of the delusion of exclusionist, nationalist ideologies.”316   He 
also adds that an ethical commitment to anti-racism becomes one where we can speak of the 
Holocaust “as a collective human memory,” while concurrently “adopting a solid stance 
against expansionist colonial occupations, of which Israel is the last remaining rampart.”317  
 
Children of the Ghetto: My Name Is Adam  
 
 
My Name Is Adam is centered on the character of Adam Dannoun, a second generation 
Palestinian-Israeli who immigrated to the U.S. decades earlier and now divides his time 
between writing literature and managing his falafel restaurant in New York. Dannoun is 
originally from Lydda town. He is a newborn when the Nakbah happens. His father is killed in 
the catastrophe, he grows up in Lydda’s post-1948 ghetto, then relocates to Mount Carmel, 
followed by Haifa, and finally to Tel Aviv where he pursues a career in literature and 
journalism before winding up in the U.S. As he waltzes from one place to the other, Adam 
settles on suppressing his traumatic experience--as son of the ghetto and a confused 
Palestinian-Israeli concurrently-- and hiding his Palestinianness.   
 
 
315 Khoury, “Foreword,” XVI.  
316 Ibid.  
317 Ibid., XIII.  
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When the text opens, it is 2005 and Adam sits in his New York apartment where he has 
embarked on writing his memoir. This writing project is triggered by three incidents which 
together activate Adam’s older traumas and encourage him to abort his novel project on 
Ummayyad poet Waddah al-Yamman, which he hoped could be an indirect and safe entry point 
to his own traumatic story. He begins writing his memoir, narrating his formative years in post-
Nakbah Palestine, and discussing his troubled identity as a Palestinian inside Israel. He reveals 
how he addressed his psychic fragmentation by suppressing his Palestinianness and 
immigrating to New York. As he carries out his memory work, Adam pieces together 
testimonials told to him by other ghetto residents, thereby opening the text to the collective 
trauma experienced by Palestinians of Lydda following the 1948 Nakbah. The narrative 
follows them as they suffer multiple traumatic assaults: the fall of Lydda, the subsequent 
massacre and expulsion of its people, followed by the ghettoization of the remaining residents. 
The novel therefore emerges as a repository of two traumatic histories: that of collective trauma 
as experienced by the Lydda residents on the eve of the 1948 Nakbah, as well as Adam’s 
personal traumas as a Lydda ghetto survivor and a Palestinian-Israeli respectively.  
 
Told in the first person, My Name Is Adam comprises two manuscripts: Adam’s 
incomplete novel on Waddah al-Yamman, followed by his memoir which constitutes two thirds 
of the text.  
 
Beyond Adam as the main protagonist of the novel, other characters include Ma’moun 
Khudr, a blind father-like figure for Adam and a former ghetto resident who leaves Lydda to 
Cairo to pursue a degree in Arabic literature and ends up as a researcher on ‘silence’ in 
Palestinian literature.   There is also Adam’s mother, Manal, who was a nurse at Lydda’s 
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hospital on the eve of the Nakbah, and who survives the Lydda ghetto, before relocating to 
Mount Karmel with her new, abusive, husband, Abdallah al-Ashhal. 
 
Other characters include Sarang Lee, the Korean student and Adam’s friend who is 
delegated the task of burning Adam’s manuscript. There is Dalia, an Iraqi-Jewish woman and 
Adam’s semi-lover whom he meets ten years earlier in Germany, and who accompanies Adam 
on his first trip to Lydda as an adult. There is also Murad al-Alamy, another ghetto survivor 
who now lives in New York and whose testimonies are interwoven into Adam’s memoir.  
 
The novel is continuing to receive scholarly attention and has occupied a whole review 
section in Amos Golberg and Bashir Bashir’s aforementioned volume A New Grammar: Nakba 
and Holocaust. In her review of the book, Refqa Abu-Remaileh reads My Name Is Adam as a 
“new beginning and a departure from Khoury’s earlier works, which are primarily consumed 
with the Lebanese civil war and the stories of Palestinian refugees in Lebanon.”318Abu-
Remaileh finds much to appreciate about Khoury’s deconstructive writing and praises how the 
novel uncovers “new narrative spaces for the writing together of fundamental dissonances at 
the heart of the Palestinian story: fragments/whole; beginning/end; life/death; 
documentary/fiction; poetry/prose; language/silence; literature/history; memory/forgetting; 
Palestinian/Israeli; Lidd ghetto/Warsaw ghetto; and even Nakba/Holocaust.”319 While Khoury 
problematizes these binaries in The Kingdom of Strangers and Gate of the Sun, it is in My Name 
Is Adam that he takes a bolder approach. As Abu-Remaileh puts it, Khoury “carves open a 
 
318 Refqa Abu-Remaileh, “Novel as Contrapuntal Reading: Elias Khoury’s Children of the Ghetto: My Name Is 
Adam,” in The Holocaust and the Nakba: A New Grammar of Trauma and History, ed. Bashir Bashir and Amos 
Goldberg (New York: Columbia University Press, 2019), 295.  
319 Ibid., 297. 
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narrative space that can contain, through its very structure, form and aesthetics, the different 
degrees of tragedy and trauma that inextricably link the Holocaust and the Nakba.”320 
 
It is this relationship between history and literature that interests Raef Zreik in his 
chapter “Writing Silence: Reading Khoury’s Novel Children of the Ghetto: My Name Is 
Adam.” Zreik argues that My Name Is Adam “attempts to regain the right to narrate a story,” 
adding that it is “an attempt by a Palestinian to rescue himself and his people from the brink of 
oblivion, forgetfulness, absence, and muteness.”321 According to Zreik, the novel responds to 
two kinds of silence: the “international silence” about the “ongoing” Nakbah, as well as the 
self-imposed silence of the traumatized and their “inability and unwillingness to tell.”322 
 
Narrating Trauma: Between Metaphor and Memoir  
 
 
Following Khoury’s introduction to the text, My Name Is Adam opens with a chapter 
titled “The Will.” It is 2005 and Adam Dannoun looks out his window as its snows over New 
York. Now in his late fifties, he writes of his looming death: 
 
I know New York is my last stop I shall die here and my body will be burnt and my 
ashes scattered in the Hudson river.323  
 
 
As he approaches his end, Adam realizes that he has lived in the void. He had emigrated 
to New York to “forget everything” and was adamant on “chang[ing]” his name” but now feels 
that he will die “before that happens.”324 It occurs to him that the “refuge” he had built to 
 
320 Ibid., 304.  
321 Zreik, “Writing Silence,” 309.  
322 Ibid.  
323 Khoury, My Name, 21. The text in Arabic: رثنيو يتثج قرحتسو ،تومأ فوس انه ،ةريخلأا يتطحم كرويوين نأ فرعأ" 
 ".نوسداهلا رهن يف يدامر 
324 Ibid., 22, The text in Arabic: ةظحل يننأ تررق يننأ ىتح .ءيش لك نايسن ىلع اممصم تنك ،كرويوين ىلإ ةرجهلا تررق نيح" 
ودبي نكل .يمسا ريغأ فوس ةيكريملأا ةيسنجلا ىلع يلوصح ي نأ لبق تومأس يننأ".كلذ لصح  
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accommodate his “despair” and self-imposed “loneliness” and shield him from “a descent into 
naivety and futility” has all been in vain.325  
 
Adam has been on the run from his traumas for almost four decades now. His constant 
movement is a result of the rupture that occurs in his experience of the world following the fall 
of Lydda in 1948 and his emerging identity as a Palestinian inside Israel. He leaves the Lydda 
ghetto to Haifa where he studies Hebrew literature, then becomes a professor of Arabic 
literature and language, before moving to Tel Aviv where he quits teaching and embarks on a 
career in music journalism. 
 
In Tel Aviv, Adam settles on suppressing his psychic fragmentation by taking refuge 
in “ambiguities.”326 He identifies himself as an Israeli but speaks in a Galilean accent; he 
implies that he is a survivor of the Warsaw ghetto but manages a falafel restaurant, all at once. 
As he relays his will, Adam maps out his earlier attempts at tapping into his suppressed trauma; 
the first being an autobiographical novel about Waddah al-Yamman.  
 
Waddah al-Yamman and Metaphorizing Trauma 
 
 
Had I the daring of those who write autobiographies, I would write of my own sorrow 
and pain.327  
 
Adam tries to grasp the nuances of his trauma by writing a novel on Waddah al-
Yamman, an incomplete first draft of which is located immediately after the “Will” chapter. 
He tells us that he first came across al-Yamman’s story in his capacity as literature professor 
 
325 Khoury, My Name, 23. The text in Arabic: ةجاذسلا يف طوقسلا نم ينيمحيو هلظتسأ ائيف هنم تلعجو ،يسفنب يسأي تعنص" 
 ".ىودجلالاو 
326 Ibid., 11.  
327 Ibid., 36. The text in Arabic:"يملأو ينزح تبتكل ،مهتايح ةريس نوبتكي نيذلا كئلوأ ةأرج كلتمأ تنك ول"  
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at Haifa University. He was reading Abī al-Faraj al-Asfahānī’s Kitāb al-aghānī (The Book of 
Songs) when he stumbled upon al-Yamman’s poignant love story which left the famous poet 
in the shackles of death. The idea of dying for the sake of love intrigues Adam and he decides 
to write a novel about the “tale of [al-Yamman’s] love for two women and of how he died 
twice over.”328 
 
It is al-Yamman’s “silent death” that moves Adam to undertake this project.329 Adam 
recognizes in al-Yamman’s silence a familiarity which in turn reminds him of his own silence. 
He trusts that tapping into al-Yamman’s story may bring him “close” to himself.330  
 
As such, Adam proceeds to sketch a biography of the fallen poet, relying on information 
from the poet’s transmitter as well as snippets from the late poet’s own repertoire. He writes 
of the Yemeni poet’s first love, a certain Rawda from the Kinda tribe. Her family stand in the 
way of their budding love story and decide to marry her off to a man many years her senior. 
al-Yamman’s agony is aggravated when he finds out that Rawda got leprosy and was 
abandoned by her family in the “valley of the lepers” in the Arabian Peninsula.331 He pays her 
a visit, except that her disintegrating body frightens him and he abandons her out of fear. Sad 
and overridden by guilt, al-Yamman slowly loses his mind, thus becoming “Waddah the 
Madman.”332   
 
He leaves to the Holy House in Mecca where he is seen by the wife of al-Walid ibn 
Abd al-Malik in Damascus, Umm al-Banin. Umm al-Banin had long “hoped the poets would 
 
328 Ibid., 35, The text in Arabic: هتومو نيتأرملا هقشع ةياكح و ،نميلا حاضو ليمجلا يرعاش ةصق بتكأ فوس ،سأيلا اذه نع" 
".نيترم 
329 Ibid., 29, The text in Arabic: ".اتمص توملا .بحلا هعيطتسي ام ىصقأ يل ةبسنلاب لثمي هنكل"  
330 Ibid., 41, The text in Arabic:".يسفن نم برتقأ يك مهصصق بتكأ نأ يلع لب"  
331 Ibid., 33.  
332 Ibid., 52.  
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write erotic verse about her.”333  When she sees al-Yamman circumambulating the Holy House, 
she approaches him and invites him to relocate to Damascus, promising to help him make a 
living by writing eulogies for the caliph. Excited by the possibility of a new love, al-Yamman 
moves to Damascus where a love story blooms between him and the caliph’s wife. He gets into 
the habit of sneaking into the caliph’s palace daily and making love to Umm al-Banin in one 
of her rooms.  Every night, when the caliph returns, Umm al-Banin would hide al-Yamman 
inside one of her expensive Damascene coffers. Eventually, the caliph “smell[s] betrayal” and 
plans a smart revenge.334  One night, the caliph comes in and asks her to gift him one of her 
Damascene coffers. He chooses the very coffer that houses al-Yamman. For her part, Umm al 
Banin fears for her life and lets the caliph have the coffer. He orders his servants to dig a deep 
well and drown the coffer, al-Yamman remaining silent throughout. By choosing to die a silent 
death, al-Yamman, in Adam’s words, emerges as “a martyr to love.”335 He “died as die the 
heroes of unwritten stories.”336 
 
At this point, Adam recognizes that the reader of al-Yamman’s story may wonder 
“why did Waddah remain silent in his coffer; why didn’t he call out and ask for mercy?”337 
But Adam discards this question and takes issue with how it denies the victim’s right to their 
own silence. It reminds him of another similar question posed in Palestinian novelist Ghassān 
Kanafānī’s 1962 novella Rijāl fī al-shams (Men in the Sun, 1999). It is the question of, why, 
as they were about to meet their imminent death, the three Palestinians did not bang on the 
side of the tank? For his part, Adam announces that he, “unlike Kanafani, will never ask him 
[al-Yamman] that wretched, “Why?”338 
 
333 Ibid., 55. The text in Arabic: "ءارعشلا اهب لزغتي نأ تدارأ"  
334Ibid., 79. The text in Arabic:".ةنايخلا ةحئار مش ةفيلخلا نأ"  
335 Ibid., 88.  
336 Ibid., 31. The text in Arabic:".بتكت مل يتلا تاياكحلا لاطبأ تومي امك توميف"  
337 Ibid., 82. The text in Arabic:"؟ةمحرلا ابلاط خرصي ملو ،قودنصلا يف حاضولا تمص اذامل"  
338 Ibid., 31. The text in Arabic:".ةنيعللا اذامللا كلت ينافنك لعف املثم هلأسأ نلو"  
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In a filmic adaptation of the same novel titled Al-Makhdù̄ūn (The Dupes, 1972), 
Egyptian director Tawfiq Sạ̄lih tweaked the ending and gave the three Palestinians agency by 
letting them bang for their life. For his part, Adam asserts that “in both mediums, the banging 
is meaningless” because, as he puts it, “the real question is not the silence of the Palestinians 
but the deafness of the world to their cries.”339  
 
In fact, Adam takes his defense of the victim’s self-imposed silence even further by 
suggesting it is a sign of strength. As Adam puts it, it is the caliph’s urge to kill al-Yamman 
that constitutes an act of weakness, because “when he [the caliph] tries to kill a story, he turns 
into a minor character within it and loses his power and freedom of action.”340 For his part, al-
Yamman responds by remaining silent and “it is here, at the moment of its killing, that the story 
will claim its victory.”341  
 
By recounting al-Yamman’s story, Adam, Refqa Abu-Remaileh argues, “strives to 
write from the perspective of the silent.”342 I would take this further and argue that Adam is 
defending his own silence about his own traumas prior to the point where he decides to start 
writing his memoir.   
 
 
From Metaphor to Memoir  
 
 
As we read on, we are told that three recent encounters put Adam in a “savage rage that 
overwhelmed [his] being” and forced him to abandon his ongoing novel on Waddah al-
 
339 Ibid., 30-31. The text in Arabic: سرخ نع سيل يقيقحلا لاؤسلا ريصي ،اذبو...همدع عم عرقلا ىواست مليفلا و ةياورلا يف نكل" 
".مهخارص عامس نع ملاعلا ممص نع لب نيينيطسلفلا 
340 Ibid., 84, The text in Arabic:".هتليحو هليح دقفيو ،اهيف ةيوناث ةيصخش ريصي هنإف ،ةياكحلا لتق ةلواحم ىلإ لصي نيح هنكل"  
341 Ibid. The text in Arabic:".اهلتق ةظحل ةصقلا رصتنت فوس ،انهو"  
342 Abu-Remaileh, “Novel as Contrapuntal Reading,” 302.  
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Yamman.343 The first takes place inside a movie theatre in New York, where Adam is invited 
by Israeli director Chaim Zilbermann, a friend of Adam’s and a frequent visitor to his falafel 
restaurant, to watch the debut screening of the latter’s new documentary film, Intersecting 
Glances. The film, he writes:    
presented a forgery of the truth about Dalia and her friends and made no reference to 
my grandmother’s village of Yibna—as would be proper for a village whose inhabitants 
were brutally expelled in 1948—my soul exploded and my memory burst open.344   
 
 
As he witnesses the story “being torn to pieces”, Adam is even more irritated to spot 
Elias Khoury among the audience.345 We learn that Adam is critical of Khoury’s literary 
writing, and especially his Nakbah-themed Bāb al-shams, because it is not historically 
accurate. He is especially bothered by how Khoury identifies himself “as an expert on the story 
of Palestine,” and also by his “lying.” 346 Khoury refers to this tension in his own foreword to 
the novel and recounts how in an earlier heated encounter with Adam, he “screamed in Adam’s 
face” declaring that he had “written a story, not a history.”347 Following the film screening, 
Adam fights with both Zilbermann and Khoury and leaves the theatre.  
 
This infuriating encounter is exacerbated by another event which happens three days 
prior to this screening. Blind Ma’moun, a former resident of the Lydda ghetto and a former 
father figure for Adam, lands in New York from Cairo to deliver a lecture on the theme of 
silence in modern Palestinian literature. He runs into Adam by coincidence and they engage in 
a conversation which puts the latter into “a limp rag of confusion and grief” and tears his “soul 
apart.”348 
 
343 Khoury, My Name, 24. The text in Arabic:".ينايك ىلع ذوحتسا يشحو بضغ"  
344 Ibid., 166. The text in Arabic: ةيرق يهو ،ةنبي يلإ تفتلي ملو ،اهئاقدصأو ةيلاد ةقيقح روز يذلا مليفلاب تلاؤاستلا هذه تقتلا نيحو" 
 امك ،يتدج ماع ةيشحوب اهناكس درط ةيرقب قيلي١٩٤٨"!يتركاذ تلاسو يحور ترجفنا ،  
345 Ibid., 24. The text in Arabic:".ءلاشأ ىلإ يتقيدص ةيلاد ةصق تلوحت فيك"  
346 Ibid. The text in Arabic:".ةينيطسلفلا ةياكحلا يف اريبخ هفصوب هسفن مدقيو"  
347 Ibid., 14. The text in Arabic:".ةصق تبتك لب اخيرات بتكأ مل انأف"  
348 Ibid., 117. The text in Arabic:".يحور قزمو ،ىسلأاو ةريحلاب ةللبم ةقرخ ىلإ ينلوح"  
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Ma’moun had lived in a room adjacent to the house of Manal, Adam’s mother, in the 
Lydda ghetto following the town’s fall in July 1948, emerging as a father figure for the 
orphaned Adam. Eventually, Ma’moun leaves to Egypt where he pursues graduate studies in 
literature. When he meets Adam in New York decades later, Ma’moun decenters Adam’s story 
in two major ways: First, by revealing that he has tried to write Adam’s story as the “first son 
of the ghetto” a few times but failed, which troubles Adam and makes him feel he is “no more 
than a story that deserved to find a writer.”349  
 
Secondly, Ma’moun reveals to Adam that he is not Manal’s real son, and that Ma’moun 
found him “lying . . . under an olive tree, on the breast of a dead woman” as Lydda residents 
stormed out of their towns on the eve of the Nakbah.350  Ma’moun picked up the newborn and 
carried him to Lydda’s main hospital, and Manal, a nurse at Lydda hospital at the time, decided 
that Adam “would be her son.”351 At this point, Adam gathers that the story of his so-called 
martyred father, Hassan Dannoun, is also false. At the age of almost 50, Adam finds that both 
his parents are not real. The news retraumatizes him and he announces the following:   
 
 Suddenly, at the end of my life, I find out that I’m not me and that the “I” that I see in 
others’ mirrors has turned to shards.352 
 
It is a rupture that further shatters his already assaulted self:  
I felt as though a thunderbolt had split me in two, and no longer knew who I was353. 
 
 
349 Ibid., 118, The text in Arabic:".اهبتكي نم دجت نأ قحتست ةياكح ىوس نومأم ىلإ ةبسنلاب نكأ مل"  
350 Ibid., 119, The text in Arabic: ".ةتيم ةأرما ردص ىلع نوتيز ةرجش تحت ايمرم ينآر"  
351 Ibid., 120, The text in Arabic:".اهنبأ نوكأس يننأ تلاقو"  
352 Ibid., 119, The text in Arabic: تراص نيرخلآا ايارم يف اهارأ يتلا انلأا هذه نأ و ،انأ تسل يننأ فشتكأ ،رمعلا ةياهن يف انأو ةأجف" 
 ".اياظش 
353 Ibid., 130, The text in Arabic: ".نوكأ نم يردأ دعأ مل يننأو ،نيفصن ىلإ ينتمسق ةقعاص نأ رعشأ فوس"  
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These two events—the movie and the encounter with Ma’moun—are compounded by 
a third event which happens earlier and lays the groundwork for Adam’s memoir project. It is 
Adam’s first visit to Lydda as a grown-up, on which he was accompanied by his semi-lover, 
an Iraqi Jewish woman by the name of Dalia. Aware of Adam’s repressed traumas, Dalia 
constantly quizzes him on his masked Palestinianness, encouraging him to reveal it. She, in 
Adam’s words, “shakes” the Palestinian in him out “from its long coma” and brings him back 
to “the beginnings of things.”354 He discovers that he is unable to “reconcile the two persons” 
that he has always been, and “rearrange them into a single person.”355   
 
Together, these three incidents stimulate Adam’s suppressed traumatic memory and 
force him to abort his novel on al-Yamman. He explains this shift in his narrative intention as 
follows:  
 
At first, I wrote the metaphor that I’d chosen to express the story of the country from 
which I’d come. Later, having decided that metaphors are futile, I didn’t tear up what 
I’d written, but reworked parts of it to allow me to recount the circumstances in which 
the idea had been born, and the reasons for it. Then, in an absolute fury, I decided to 
abandon the metaphor altogether, stop writing the novel.356  
 
 
Adam adds that this “fury” resulting from all three encounters “triggered something” 
inside him “that was waiting to explode.”357 His memory shatters and he discovers the need to 
finally address his curbed fear:  
 
 
354 Ibid., 293. The text in Arabic: رتتسملا نئاكلا اذه ىري نأ يفكي ناك .هتأر اهنكل ،يحور يف مئانلا ينيطسلفلا ظقيأ نم تسيل ةيلاد" 
".ءايشلأا لوأ ىلإ ينديعيو ،ليوطلا هتابس نم ظقيتسي يك ،بحلا نويعب ،ادمع هتيفخأ يذلا 
355 Ibid., 294.The text in Arabic:".دحاو صخش يف ديدج نم امهبيكرتو ،امهتنك نيذللا نيصخشلا ةحلاصم نع يزجع تفشتكا"  
356 Ibid., 23, 24. The text in Arabic: نيح مث ،اهنم تيتأ يتلا دلابلا ةياكح نع اريبعت نوكت يك اهترتخا يتلا ةراعتسلاا ةيادبلا يف تبتك" 
ررقفورظ يورأ يك هئازجأ ضعب غوص تدعأ لب ،تبتك ام قزمأ مل ،يدجت لا ةراعتسلاا نأ ت  ىصقأ يف انأو تررق مث ،اهبابسأ و ةركفلا ةدلاو
 ،ةراعتسلاا نع ىلختأ نأ بضغلا ".ةياورلا ةباتك نع فقوتأو  
357 Ibid., The text in Arabic:".راجفنلاا ةظحل راظتنا يف ناك يلخاد يف ائيش اكرح"  
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now I discover that I’ve lived my whole life inside a coffer of fear, which, in order to 
escape, I must not just write back, but break.358 
 
 
Adam’s “escape” as a reaction to trauma is suggestive of how Caruth describes “the 
trauma of an accident, its very unconsciousness” as “borne by an act of departure.” According 
to Caruth, “it is a departure that, in the full force of its historicity, remains at the same time in 
some sense absolutely opaque” but it is “this very opacity [that] generates the surprising force 
of a knowledge.”359 
 
Adamant to not “write back, but break,” Adam announces his narrative intention as 
follows:  
 
instead of killing memory with metaphor . . . I shall transform it, as I write it, into a 
corpse made out of words.360 
 
 
The rest of the text then becomes this “corpse made out of words” which helps Adam 
work through and forget his traumas. Like Khalil in Gate of the Sun, Adam is the son of 
postmemory whose complex trauma is in large part inherited from the first-generation of 
Palestinians. His memoir, a huge chunk of which is centered on the early years of the Lydda 
ghetto, is an epitome of what Hirsch describes as “intergenerational acts of transfer,” through 
which second-generation Palestinians preserve the 1948 traumatic memory but also actively 
mediate its legacy.361 Like Khalil, he draws on a range of “stories, images, and behaviors” 
which according to Hirsch enable children of postmemeory to carry out postmemorial work 
and mediate their inherited traumatic memories. 
 
358 Ibid., 100. The text in Arabic: نأ قودنصلا نم جرخأ يك يلعو ،فوخلا قودنص يف يتايح لاوط تشع يننأ نلآا فشتكأ يننكل" 
".طقف هبتكأ نأ لا ،هرسكأ 
359 Caruth, Unclaimed, 22. 
360 Khoury, My Name, 100. The text in Arabic: يئاورلا يلمع للاخ نم لعفأ نأ تلواح امك ،ةراعتسلااب ةركاذلا لتق لدبو"  
".تاملك نم ةثج اهايإ لاوحم اهبتكأ فوس ،نميلا حاضو نع ضهجملا 
361 Hirsch, “The Generation,” 104.   
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I argue that by embarking on this memoir project, Adam shows loyalty to the first 
generation’s trauma in as much as he expresses his readiness to transform his traumatic 
memory into narrative memory, and thus begin working through his suppressed trauma(s).  
 
The next section looks at the first component of Adam’s writing project, i.e. his 
postmemorial remembrances, as he conceives his way to forgetfulness, namely his 
recollections of the Lydda ghetto and the ensuing traumatization of its residents. 
 
Narrativizing the Fall of Lydda  
 
On 9 July 1948, the Israeli army advanced towards the neighboring Palestinian towns 
of Lydda and Ramle and over a three-day period heavily bombed both towns from land and 
air. According to Palestinian historian Walid Khalidi, the conquest of both cities was part of 
Operation Dani, an offensive ordered by then prime minister David-Ben Gurion during the ten-
day long fighting between Arab and Israeli armies in early to mid-July.362  As it launched their 
attacks on Lydda and Ramle, the Israeli battalion was met with local resistance but over the 
next hours, “it became evident that Lydda would surrender.”363 By the afternoon of 12 July, 
Israeli forces had taken control of the town.364 For their part, Arab fighters continued to resist 
Israel’s advance on Lydda, but their “renewed resistance was quickly and brutally crushed, 
costing the lives of many innocent civilians.”365 
 
 
362 Spiro Muanayyar, with an introduction by Walid Khalidi, “The Fall of Lydda,” Journal of Palestine Studies 
27, no.4 (Summer 1998): 80, https://www.jstor.org/stable/2538132. 
363 Arnon Golan, “Lydda and Ramle: From Palestinian-Arab to Israeli Towns, 1948-67,” Middle Eastern Studies 
39, no.4. (2003): 124, https://doi.org/10.1080/00263200412331301817. 
364 Ibid., 25. 
365 Ibid. 
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The attack on Lydda served two important strategic goals. In his article, “Lydda and 
Ramle: from Palestinian-Arab to Israeli towns,”Arnon Golan argues that Israel’s first objective 
was to “free Jewish Jerusalem and its connecting route to the coastal plain from pressure by 
the Jordanian Arab Legion and by semi-regular Egyptian and Palestinian forces” and secondly, 
to “eliminate the threat of a possible Jordanian attack on the Tel Aviv region.”366  
 
The fall of Lydda was followed by the brutal expulsion of its residents.367 Israeli 
historian Benny Morris estimates the expulsion of Lydda at “one-tenth of the Arab exodus from 
Palestine” which makes it “the largest operation of its kind in the first Israeli-Arab war.”368 
This figure is confirmed by Khalidi, who asserts that out of the 50,000 inhabitants of Lydda, 
around 49,000 “were forcefully expelled” after the town’s fall.369  This figure includes the 
thousands of refugees who wound up in Lydda after the fall of Jaffa, and who upon their arrival 
in Ramle and Lydda, “lived in makeshift housing they set up in open areas.”370 
 
Morris argues that the expulsion of Lydda residents was a result of psychological 
warfare, adding that the military operations that targeted Lydda “were designed to induce 
civilian panic and flight-as a means of precipitating military collapse and possibly also as an 
end in itself.”371  He argues that the systematic expulsion of Lydda residents is confirmed by 
two messages sent by Operation Dani HQ to the IDF General Staff on the evening of 10 July: 
the first announcing “a general and considerable [civilian] flight from Ramle” and the second 
proclaiming “that there is great value in continuing the bombing” and asking for “possibilities 
 
366 Ibid., 24. 
367 Ibid., 25. 
368 Benny Morris, “Operation Dani and the Palestinian Exodus from Lydda and Ramle in 1948,” Middle East 
Journal 40, no. 1 (1986): 82, https://www.jstor.org/stable/4327250. 
369 Muanayyar, “The Fall of Lydda,”80. 
370 Golan, “Lydda and Ramle,” 124.  
371 Morris, “Operation Dani,” 86.  
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of aerial bombardment of Ramle now."372 To further facilitate the expulsion of Lydda residents, 
Israeli forces embarked on a “largescale massacre” that began on the afternoon of July 12, 
accompanied by a range of terrorizing tactics.373 
 
It is the fall of Lydda and its emergence as a painful traumatic experience in Palestinian 
collective memory that sits at the heart of Adam’s memoir. He opens his account on the eve of 
Lydda’s fall on 12 July 1948 and discloses how the Israeli 89th brigade “ordered the inhabitants 
to leave their houses and the refugees who had come to Lydda their makeshift camps and 
pointed to the road leading to Ramallah.”374 He captures the terror that characterized these 
expulsions, how Israeli soldiers “shouted as they fired over their hands,”  how they “banged on 
the doors of the houses brandishing their weapons and ordering people to leave with nothing 
but the clothes on their backs.”375 
 
As he sketches this general picture of Lydda, Adam announces as his aim the drawing 
of the “map of pain” that “made its home” in the fallen city on and after the Nakbah by focusing 
on his own Sakna quarter.376 To realize his mapping project, he relies on fragments of stories 
he had heard from his own mother as well as other ghetto residents and weaves them together 
to “write a story full of bloody stains and memory gaps.”377 I argue that Adam’s memoir details 
the land-owner-turned-ghettoized-subject trauma as experienced by the residents of Lydda 
after the Nakbah.   
 
 
372 Ibid.  
373 Ibid., 94.  
374 Ibid., 318. The text in Arabic:  جورخلاب دللا ىلإ نيئجلالاو مهتويب نم جورخلاب ناكسلا اورمأ .ءيش لك ىلع رانلا نوقلطي اوراصف"
 ىلإ اوراشأو ،ةيئاوشعلا مهتاميخم نم".الله مار ىلإ لصوملا قيرطلا  
375 Ibid. The text in Arabic: سانلا نورمأيو مهحلاس نيرهاش تويبلا باوبأ نوعرقي .سوؤرلا قوف رانلا نوقلطي مهو ،نوخرصي اوناك" 
".مهبايثب جورخلاب 
376 Ibid., 288. The text in Arabic: اهترداغ يتلا يتنيدم نطوتسا يذلا مللأا ةركاذ يف لخدأ نأ لبق ،مللأا ةطيرخ مسرأ نأ لواحأ انأو" 
".اريغص 
377 Ibid., 273. The text in Arabic:".ةركاذلا بوقثو مدلا عقبب ةئيلم ةياكح بتكأ نأو"  
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The first three days immediately following the Nakbah, those of the expulsion and 
ensuing massacre, are largely absent from Adam’s retelling. He attributes this absence to the 
silence of his mother and other Nakbah survivors:   
It was the same with everyone, as if the victims had decided unconsciously that the 
words could not be spoken and that their only means to survive in the abyss of death 
was silence.378 
 
Overwhelmed by their experiences as victims-witnesses--having witnessed both the fall 
of the city, the ensuing massacre and dispossession, and remained alive--Manal and fellow 
Lydda residents go through the post-trauma incubation period during which no post-trauma 
symptoms can be traced. For his part, Adam defends and endorses their silence:   
they wanted to forget them [these tales], and that is their right, for how is a person 
supposed to carry his corpse on his back while continuing to live an ordinary life?379 
 
 
But whilst early trauma theorists saw this incubation period or delayed enunciation as 
constitutive of a certain failure on the part of the traumatized individual, recent interventions 
in trauma theory suggest that this delay—the period of silence that follows the traumatic 
event—does not suggest passivity on the part of the individual, but rather proves that “a person 
is always actively engaging their circumstances and working on managing unpredictable 
occurrences of stimuli.”380  As such, traumatic symptoms ranging from nightmares to 
repetitions must be reconsidered as “varying emotional, intellectual, social, and material ways 
of coping with distressing circumstances of livelihood.”381 
 
 
378 Ibid., 314. The text in Arabic: عيطتسي لا ملاكلا نأ عاو لا لكشب اوررق اياحضلا نأك ،عيمجلا لاح لب ،اهدحو يمأ لاح سيل اذه و" 
ي نأ".تمصلا يه توملا ضيضح يف شيعلل ةديحولا مهتليسو نأو ،يور  
379 Ibid., 319. The text in Arabic: هتايح عباتيو هرهظ ىلع هتثج لمحي نأ ناسنلإا عيطتسي فيك ذإ ،مهقح اذهو ،اهنايسن اودارأ مهنأ مث" 
"؟ةيداعلا 
380 Nikro, “Researching Trauma,” 21-22. 
381 Ibid., 20. 
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It is 72 hours after the massacre that the traumatized Lydda residents begin to 
comprehend the Nakbah’s shattering experience and start reacting to it. As they narrate their 
stories to Adam, their accounts come out unordered and mixed up, marred by a forgetfulness 
that must have helped them work through the trauma and go on with their lives. Adam justifies 
that the jumbled-up memories are due to the “victims’ attempt to adapt themselves to the new 
reality by viewing the succession of tragic events through the third eye, which sees only what 
a person can bear to see.”382 
 
At this point in the text, Adam begins to chart the “map” of collective trauma that 
transpires in the lives of Lydda residents after the Nakbah. Guided by Hirsch’s concept of 
postmemory, I argue that Adam’s narrativization of the fall of Lydda and the ensuing 
traumatization of its residents constitutes postmemorial work: He uses the resources that were 
passed down to him, mainly stories told by his mother as well as other survivors of the Lydda 
massacre, to tap into and narrate his inherited trauma. As son of postmemory, he tries to piece 
together the unordered and mixed up stories and transform them into a coherent narrative. 
 
This collective trauma begins when the remaining Lydda residents, around 500 in total, 
woke up “in fear” after the “three days of random killing that they called “the massacre.””383  
 
Soon after, the Israeli soldiers ordered the residents to congregate in the courtyard of 
the town’s Great Mosque, at which point they emerged as “phantoms walking sluggishly 
towards the assembly point stuck close to one another, like frightened chickens.”384  
 
382 Khoury, My Name, 252. The text in Arabic: ىلإ اساسأ دوعي لب ،بتكت مل اهنأ ةقيقح ىلإ طقف دوعي لا تاياورلا ددعت نأ دقتعأ" 
لإا عيطتسي ام لاإ ىرت لا يتلا ،ةثلاثلا نيعلاب ةقحلاتملا ةيوسأملا ثادحلأا ىلإ رظنلا ربع ،ديدجلا اهعقاو عم ملقأتلا ةيحضلا ةلواحم لمحت ناسن
".هتيؤر 
383 Ibid., 201. The text in Arabic:  مهتليل اومان ،ةحبذملا مسا هيلع اوقلطأ يذلا يئاوشعلا لتقلا نم مايأ ةثلاث دعبف ،فوخلاب سانلا قافتسا"
".بيرغ نوكس طسو ىلولأا  
384 Ibid., 203. The text in Arabic: ".روعذملا جاجدلاك ضعبب اهضعب قصتلا ،عمجتلا ناكم ىلإ ةلقاثتم يشمت تناك يتلا حابشلأا"  
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That they walked like “phantoms” and “frightened chickens” is indicative of the fear 
they experienced following this traumatizing experience. It is the fact that they witness the fall 
of Lydda and survive it that troubles them the most, culminating in what Caruth describes of 
post-trauma living “as the oscillation between a crisis of death and the correlative crisis of life: 
between the story of the unbearable nature of an event and the story of the unbearable nature 
of its survival.”385 
 
In the courtyard, Lydda’s last surviving residents are given a sunbath, itself a famous 
humiliating and degrading Israeli tactic. It is as their bodies “sway discreetly under the leaden 
July sun” that they slowly begin to react to their fresh trauma. 386  
 
Suddenly, an old woman passes out, and a young Palestinian boy by the name of Mufid 
Shahada rushes to her side. He walks to the barbed wire to ask the Israeli soldiers for permission 
to bring water from the nearby ablutions tank, which he is refused. It is then that the 
congregating women “wail.” In her account of the incident, Manal describes the sound that 
emerged as:  
 A sort of moaning coming from I don’t know where. And then suddenly, dear, I swear 
I don’t know how, the moaning started coming from me too without me realizing.387  
 
 
The wailing here is an epitome of what Caruth says of trauma as “the moving and 
sorrowful voice that cries out, a voice that is paradoxically released through the wound.”388 
 
385 Caruth, Unclaimed, 7. 
386 Khoury, My Name, 221. The text in Arabic: ".ةيصاصرلا زومت سمش تحت ،رفخب ليامتت تناك يتلا داسجلأا" 
387 Ibid., 222. The text in Arabic: p.218.  علطي نينلأا راص ،فيك شفرعب الله و ينبإ اي ةأجفو ،نيف نم يردم اجإ نينلأا لتم يشإ"
".سحأ ام نود نم ينم 
388 Caruth, Unclaimed, 2.  
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Another reaction to the Nakbah trauma is that of temporary madness. As they stand in 
the courtyard, the residents are suddenly approached by Israeli soldiers who assemble a group 
of thirty men in their early twenties, and put them in a lorry which leaves soon afterwards, at 
which point a woman exclaims that the Israelis are “taking them to their death.”389 Upon 
hearing those words, another woman is suddenly “seized by a fit of madness.”  She “lift[s] her 
child up high and start[s] dancing.”390 When she gathers herself together, the woman reveals 
that her son, Hamid, was among the group who just departed:  
My husband was killed at the door of the mosque and left me the boy and the little girl. 
They’ve taken the boy to kill him, so what am I supposed to do? They should kill me 
too and get it over with.391  
 
 
Beyond the aforementioned responses to trauma, the text is filled with stories of elderly 
Palestinians who are unable to fathom that they both witnessed and survived the Nakbah, and 
so become reclusive. As such, they hide in different corners of the city, only to be found by the 
ghetto’s residents days after the Nakbah.  This is the case with the “Old Woman of the Grave” 
whom the ghetto men find as they roam the cemetery later on in the novel. The woman had 
survived the Lydda’s Nakbah and spent the days following Lydda’s fall hiding in the cemetery. 
She “never stopped yawning.”392 She was too afraid to fall sleep, fearing that as soon as she 
did, “death would sneak into her slumbers and carry her off.”393  It is not literal death that the 
woman fears, rather it is the possibility that her dream may repetitively take her back to the site 
of trauma that terrorizes her.  
  
 
389 Khoury, My Name, 229. The text in Arabic: ".توملا ىلع مهنيدخأ" 
390 Ibid., 230. The text in Arabic:".صقرت تأدبو ىلعلأا ىلإ اهتلفط تعفر ،نونجلا نم سمب تبيصأ ةأرملا نإ لانم تلاق" 
391 Ibid., 231. The text in Arabic: ،يوسأ شيإ انأو ،هولتقي يبصلا اودخأ ،ةينبلاو يبصلا يلكرتو ،عماجلا باب ىلع لتقنا دومحم يجوز" 
".صلخ ينولتقي 
392 Ibid., 267. The text in Arabic:".بؤاثتلا نع فقوتت لا تناك اهنإ"  
393 Ibid. The text in Arabic:".اهفطخيو اهمون ىلإ للستيس توملا نأ تدقتعا اهنلأ ،مونلا نم فاخت تناك اهنأ ودبي" 
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In his aforementioned account of the conquest of Lydda, Benny Morris writes that after 
the fall of Lydda, the remaining residents were “concentrated in a few restricted areas; placed 
under curfew and military government; and maintained on a bare level of subsistence by the 
Israeli authorities.”394 This post-Nakbah ghettoization of Lydda is painstakingly captured in 
Adam’s memoir. Just when they are about to recover “from their shock” over the Nakbah-
induced trauma, Lydda residents are retraumatized by the fact that their Sakna quarter was now 
“fenced with barbed wire and had a single gate, guarded by three soldiers.”395 They realize that 
“this ghetto was now their home.”396 It is at this point that they discover “that their disaster had 
no bottom to hit.”397  
 
When they first hear the word “ghetto” from the Israeli soldiers, the quarter residents 
think the word to mean “the Palestinian quarter,” or “the quarter of the Arabs.”398 It is 18-year-
old Ma’moun who proceeds to explain its meaning to them, saying that ghettos refer to “the 
Jewish districts in Europe.”399 For their part, the “ghetto” residents meet their new fate with a 
combination of confusion and disbelief and the following conversation ensues: 
 
“You’re telling me we’re Jews now?” Manal asked him [Ma’moun] naively.  
“Impossible. God forbid! We’re Muslims.” 
“And Christians,” added Illiyya.  
“Listen, guys,” said Ma’moun. “These people knew nothing. They think they’re in 
Europe. They’ve come and they’ve brought the ghetto with them so they can put us in 
it.”400 
 
 
 
394 Morris, “Operation Dani,” 109. 
395 Khoury, My Name, 322.  The text in Arabic: ".دونج ةثلاث اهسرحي ةدحاو ةباوب هل جيسم ريغص ليطتسم" 
396 Ibid. The text in Arabic:".وتيغلا اذه ناكس ىلإ اولوحت دقو" 
397 Ibid., 304. The text in Arabic:".رعق لاب تناك مهتثراك" 
398 Ibid., 322. The text in Arabic:".برعلا يح وأ ،نيينيطسلفلا يح"  
399 Ibid. The text in Arabic:".ابوروأ يف دوهيلا ءايحأ مسأ وه وتيغلا"  
400 Ibid., 323. The text in Arabic: "نييحيسمو" ."نيملسم انحإ للهاب ذوعأ ،ليحتسم" .ةجاذسب لانم تلاق "؟دوهي انرص انحإ ينعي" "
 نيبياجو نيياجو ،ابوروأب مهلاح نيركاف ،يشإ شوفرعب سانلا لوذه ،ةعامج اي اوعمسا" ،ايليإ فاضأ لاق "،هيف انوطحي ىتح وتيغلا مهاعم
 ".نومأم 
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It is within the fences of this imported ghetto that the inhabitants are now supposed to 
organize their existence. 
 
Lydda Residents as Present-absentees 
By late 1948, the Jewish Agency, an Israeli organization tasked with resettling new 
immigrants into Israel, was receiving Jewish settlers from Eastern Europe and resettling them 
into the towns of Lydda and Ramle.401  According to Arnon Golan, incoming Jewish settlers 
who had previous experience in farming were allowed to “start cultivating the extensive 
agricultural land” of Lydda and Ramle, a vast expanse of 59,000 dunams.402  
Towards that end, there was an urgent need to ensure Israeli dominance over Lydda’s 
agricultural land, and especially its olive and citrus groves. This was finally realized with the 
Israeli Knesset’s passing of the Absentee Property (also known as Absentee Property Law or 
Land Acquisition Law (LAL) law) in March 1950. This new legislation defined an ‘absentee’ 
as: 
 every Israeli citizen who left his regular abode in Israel a) to a place outside Israel 
before 1948 or b) for a place in Israel which was at that time occupied by forces which 
sought to prevent the establishment of the State of Israel or fought against it after its 
establishment. Thus the internal refugees who fled to villages in upper Galilee or to 
Nazareth before these were conquered are defined as absentees though they were in the 
state and were legal citizens.403  
 
This legislation then immediately translated the remaining residents, many of whom 
were internal refugees, into present absentees. This meant that even Palestinians who had 
 
401 Golan, “Lydda and Ramle,” 125. 
402 Ibid., 126.  
403 Hillel Cohen, “The Internal Refugees in the State of Israel; Israeli Citizens, Palestinian Refugees,” Palestine-
Israel Journal of Politics, Economics, and Culture 9, no.2 (July 2002): 45, 
http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=bsu&AN=7455373&site=ehost-live. 
  
 
124 
remained within their cities following the institutionalization of the Zionist project and thus 
had a “physical presence in the country” were now “legally considered as absentees and their 
property . . . taken from them and transferred to the Custodian of Absentee Property.”404 
Furthermore, these present-absentees were not allowed to appeal to the Supreme Court nor 
claim “that leaving their residence was temporary.”405 
This painful shift in the identity of Lydda’s remaining residents from land-owners to 
ghettoized subjects and then present-absentees is also captured in Adam’s memoir.  
 
The story begins when the ghetto’s military governor, Captain Moshe, announces a set 
of orders to organize ghetto life: he prohibits the residents’ passage through the gate without 
permission and informs the inhabitants of their responsibility to secure water and food for 
themselves. He also forms a Public Ghetto Committee, comprising local residents, and tasks 
them with running a census and organizing life in the ghetto.  
 
For its part, the Public Ghetto Committee enters into negotiations with Captain Moshe 
and asks to be granted access to the olive and citrus groves owned by Lydda residents. They 
hope to be able to harvest their crops and live off the land. For his part, Moshe denies them 
their request, explaining that Lydda residents no longer own these groves because “the land 
had become the property of the state.”406  He informs them of their new identity by saying:   
 
you’re ghosts . . . I believe you are going to be called, legally speaking, ‘present 
absentees.407 
 
 
404 Ibid., 46. 
405 Ibid. 
406 Khoury, My Name, 341. The text in Arabic: ".ةلودلا ةدهع يف تراص ةنيدملا يضارأ"  
407 Ibid. The text in Arabic:".نورضاحلا-نوبئاغلا نوكيس ينوناقلا مكمسا نأ دقتعأ..حابشأ مكنأك"  
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In her article “Presence and Absence in ‘Abandoned’ Palestinian Villages,” Rona Sela 
probes the Israeli archives to trace how villages that were uprooted or destroyed in Jaffa, Acre 
and Tiberius “were gradually erased from the Israeli map after the establishment of the State 
of Israel.”408 Israel’s aim, she writes, was “to wipe them [these villages] from the collective 
consciousness in Israel.”409 That said, the Israeli state still took photos of these abandoned 
villages to keep record of the lands that now came under its ownership. 
 
Sela unearths the following irony: how in capturing an uprooted space emptied of its 
Palestinianness, those photographs ended up stressing the absented Palestinian presence. She 
cites as an example a set of photos that document the resettlement of Jewish immigrants in 
Jaffa, Acre and Tiberius in the late 1940s and early 1950s. She argues that these photos hint at 
“two ethnic and geographic characteristics, each different from the other, [and] combined into 
a new reality.”410 In capturing European immigrants “dressed in clothes from their country of 
origin,” and standing against a Palestinian landscape, these photos show the “proximity of 
different ethnic and architectural characteristics in the same photograph,” thus revealing “who 
was part of the land and absent.”411 Sela concludes that “the photographs turn the missing into 
the visible, the absent into the present [and] the forgotten into spokesmen for memory.”412 
 
Following the same line of thought, the post-1948 categorization of the remaining 
Lydda residents as absentees on their own land was soon challenged by the fact that Israel had 
to rely on Lydda’s residents to manage the food supply for its incoming settler community.413   
 
408 Rona Sela, “Presence and Absence in ‘Abandoned’ Palestinian Villages,” History of Photography 33, no.1 
(2009): 71, https://doi.org/10.1080/03087290802582970. 
409 Ibid., 72.  
410 Ibid., 76.  
411 Ibid., 79.  
412 Ibid.  
413 Golan, “Lydda and Ramle,” 126.  
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This tension between the institutionalized absence of the Palestinian and their vital 
presence is portrayed in Adam’s memoir. He recounts how Lydda was filling up with Jewish 
settlers from eastern Europe soon after the Nakbah and he speaks of the subsequent need for 
Palestinian laborers to assist in managing the city’s food supply by working in the olive and 
citrus groves. The Lydda ghetto resident is now shattered by the fact that he must “work as a 
laborer on his own land” and to also provide food for the enemy.414 This traumatizing 
experience was not exclusive to Lydda, as Adam refers to another nearby ghetto, which was 
home to another 500 residents, and comprised “men who worked on the railway, along with 
their families.”415 He adds that these railway workers were allowed to stay in the ghetto 
“because Israel needed to have the trains working.”416  
 
Just like the out-of-space Jewish settlers of the photos mentioned above, Lydda’s newly 
arrived settlers do not fit with the Palestinian landscape, and it is the very Palestinian laborer—
rendered absent by Israeli legislation--who is called on to manage Israeli space. It this very 
ironic reality that renders the present-absentee, present. 
 
Violating the Human Body 
 
Also included in Adam’s mapping of trauma is the violation of the human body during 
and after the fall of Lydda. As they lived within their new ghetto borders, the Lydda residents 
were unaware that hundreds of disintegrating bodies, victims of the massacre that occurred just 
days earlier, lay behind these fences. It is only when the ghetto’s men leave the quarter once to 
 
414 Khoury, My Name., 355. The text in Arabic: ".اهكلمي يتلا ةرايبلا ضرأ يف لاماع لغتشي نأ" 
415 Ibid., 359.  The text in Arabic:".مهتلائاع دارفأ عم ةيديدحلا ةكسلا يف نولمعي نيذلا لاجرلا نم فلأتي وهو" 
416 Ibid. The text in Arabic:".تاراطقلا ليغشت ىلإ ليئارسإ ةجاح ببسب ءلاؤه ءاقبإ ررقت دقو" 
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bury a fallen martyr, and a second time to fetch food and other provisions, that they come 
across this gruesome sight. The Lydda that emerges in Adam’s account is that of a city captured 
by death in every corner. 
 
To map out this bodily harm, Adam juxtaposes accounts by ghetto residents relying for 
the most part on a long testimony by Murad al-Alami, a 70-year-old Palestinian and a Lydda 
ghetto survivor. Adam meets al-Alami in New York, and they quickly become friends. al-
Alami had been tasked with the collection of Lydda’s disintegrating corpses and proceeds to 
give his account of this gruesome task in seven consecutive scenes which are interwoven into 
Adam’s memoir. 
 
Like Adam, al-Alami suppressed his ghetto trauma and “erased Palestine” only to be 
“brought back to it by “old age.””417  Now that he is “brought back” to his “erased Palestine,” 
al-Alami will master the repetitions that can help them narrate his trauma and work it through. 
This is what Caruth means when she argues that repetitive re-enactments of the traumatic event 
that “haunt the victim” eventually help the traumatized realize “not only the reality of the 
violent event but also the reality of the way that its violence has not yet been fully known”418 
 
Now that he sits before Adam to recollect these traumatic scenes, al-Alami announces 
his readiness to narrativize his trauma. He can now safely exit his traumatic memory and “get 
away from its nightmares,” which “paralyze” him.419  
 
 
417 Ibid., 379. The text in Arabic: ".ةلوفطلا ىلإ كديعت ةلوهكلا ،ةلوهكلا اهنكل ،نيطسلف توحم"  
418 Caruth, Unclaimed, 6. 
419 Khoury, My Name, 368-369. The text in Arabic:".ينلشت يتلا هسيباوك نم جرخأ يك ةعرسب هنم يهتنأ نأ ديرأو" 
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The story begins when Captain Moshe tasks the men of the ghetto with “removing 
bodies from the streets and houses and burying them.”420  Moshe extends the leadership of the 
team to al-Alami, at the time a sixteen-year-old resident in the ghetto. Al-Alami recalls how 
the team began their work on Lydda’s Saladin Street. He captures the horrid scene in the 
following lines:  
The bodies were strewn down the road, and by the end of the first day we’d got used to 
it. how can I put it? We’d learned how-to pick-up corpses without the limbs coming 
off.421  
 
 
As they carry out their task, they come across bodies that had “bloated and gone rigid” 
and were surrounded by “swarms of flies” to which they react with a mixture of disbelief and 
sobbing: 422  
I don’t know how it happened but we all started crying. We cried and sobbed and our 
bodies shook with fear.423 
 
 
The next morning, the team is ordered to head to the main Lydda cemetery and “dig a 
trench twenty meters in length and five meters in width.”424 They are told to “throw the bodies” 
into the trench.425 It is what happens next that haunts al-Alami’s forever. The Israelis issue a 
“decree,” announcing that “the bodies, which had begun to disintegrate under the sun of death, 
should be burnt.”426 Al-Alami gives a detail description of the burning scene:  
Two Israeli soldiers told us to gather the scattered parts together again with the shovels 
and then one of them gave me a gallon can of kerosene and ordered me to splash it over 
the parts and the fire started and the air filled with thick black smoke, to the sound of 
the cracking of the fire. And we, my dear sir, had to wait while the ashes dispersed into 
the air and then gather the bones and bury them in a small hole.427  
 
420 Ibid., 352. The text in Arabic: ".اهنفدو تويبلاو عراوشلا نم ثثجلا عفرل ناتعومجم" 
421 Ibid., 383. The text in Arabic: انرص ينعي ،كلوقأ يدب فيك ،اندوعت لولأا مويلا ةياهن دعبو ،قيرطلا ىلع ةيمرم ثثجلا تناك" 
".ءاضعلأا ككفتت ام نود نم ةثجلا لمحن فيك فرعن 
422 Ibid., 382. The text in Arabic:".تبشختو تخفتنا دقو عراشلا طسو يف ةيمرم سانلا ثثج تناك .بابذلا بارسأ و ثثجلا انتأجافو"  
423 Ibid. The text in Arabic:".فوخلاب شعترت انماسجأو جشننو يكبن انك .ءاكبلا انحاتجا فيك يردأ لاو" 
424 Ibid., 384. The text in Arabic: ".راتمأ ةسمخ هضرعو ارتم نورشع هلوط قدنخ رفح انم بلطو"  
425 Ibid. The text in Arabic: ".هيف ثثجلا .يمرب انورمأ مث" 
426 Ibid., 365. The text in Arabic:".توملا سمش تحت تخسفت يتلا ثثجلا قارحإب يليئارسلإا رارقلا ذيفنت ةظحل يهو" 
427 Ibid., 412. The text in Arabic: امهدحأ يناطعأ مث ،شوفرلاب اهضعب رثانت يتلا ءلاشلأا عيمجت ةداعإ نايليئارسلإا نايدنجلا انم بلط"
س اي انيلع ناكو .رانلا ةعقرف تاوصأ طسو ،نوللا دوسأ فيثك ناخدب وجلا لأتماو ،رانلا تلعتشاو ،ءلاشلأا ىلع زاكلا شرب ينرمأو انولاغ نأ يدي
".ةريغص ةرفح يف اهنفدنو عمجنو ،ءاوهلا يف دامرلا رثعبن يك رظتنن 
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The event exceeds his ability at comprehension, thus escaping his consciousness. It is 
however the “smell” of the burning dead corpses that repetitively return to haunt him:  
I’m seventy years old now and it still goes with me everywhere. Every morning I have 
to go out into the garden, even if it’s fifteen below zero. I go out to breathe in the air 
and get rid of the stench.428  
 
 
With this horrifying scene, Adam’s account of post-Nakbah Lydda comes to an end. 
He writes that the ghetto’s fence was removed towards the end of 1949, except that the trauma 
remained. The ghetto wire “remained engraved on people’s hearts and the common name of 
the two Arab quarters.”429 Both the Sakna quarter and the neighboring ghetto of railroad 
workers “continues to be, to this day, “the Arab ghetto[s].””430  
By narrativizing the post-1948 Lydda ghetto and its associated trauma, Adam exposes 
the collective trauma experienced by the remaining Lydda residents after the fall of the city. 
This narrativization of the 1948 Nakbah as experienced by Lydda residents-turned-ghettoized-
subjects directly implicates the political stressors behind the trauma. Israel stands behind the 
conquest of Lydda, expelling and killing its residents, and actively ghettoizing those who 
stayed back.  
By carrying out his postmemorial remembrances and putting forth a narrative of his 
inherited Lydda trauma, Adam contextualizes the first generation’s suffering during the 
Nakbah. He attests to what Ihab Saloul says of Nakbah stories as far from being “historical 
eyewitness account . . . but [rather] . . . memories of life trajectories that imagine what the 
 
428 Ibid., 410. The text in Arabic: نيعبس نم رثكأ يرمع راص ؟ةقرتحملا ثثجلا ةحئارب كحابص أدبي نأ ىنعم ليختت نأ عيطتست له" 
 ةرارحلا تناك ول يتح ةقيدحلا ىلإ جرخأ نأ حابص لك يف يلع ،ينقفارت ةحئارلا ةذهو ةنس١٥ لا قشنتأ يك جرخأ ،رفصلا تحت ددبأ و ءاوه
".يتحئار 
429 Ibid., 419. The text in Arabic: ".بولقلا يف ةروفحم تلظ كلاسلأاف" 
430 Ibid. The text in Arabic:".برعلا وتيغ وه انمايأ ىلإ لوادتملا امهمسأ يقب نايبرعلا نايحلاو" 
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catastrophe means to the speakers in their everyday of exile.”431 The next section looks at the 
second component of Adam’s postmemorial work, namely his narrativization of his own 
personal trauma as a Palestinian-Israeli in post-Nakbah Lydda.  
 
Revealing Adam’s Trauma 
As he pens the story of the Lydda ghetto, Adam begins to open up about his own 
trauma as ghettoized subject, and subsequently as a Palestinian inside Lydda-turned-Lodd 
after the 1948 Nakbah. The narration of the Palestinian collective trauma discussed earlier 
puts him face to face with his own trauma: 
 I shouldn’t have left my life full of these holes and gaps that have turned today into 
besieging ghosts.432 
 
 
The repetition that creeps on him in the form of “besieging ghosts” eventually helps 
him grasp his repressed trauma, and he is finally able to go from a traumatic, un-narrated 
memory, to a narrative memory. Thus, he moves from what LaCapra describes as 
“melancholia as a form of acting out” to “mourning” a form of working through.433 
 
 Fifty years after the experience of trauma, he is finally able to “recover” his 
“language.”434  I agree with Raef Zreik who argues that it is Adam’s silence, followed by the 
compulsion to repeat the earlier traumatic event, that eventually prepare him for his eventual 
narration of trauma. Zreik writes that “if words long for silence to recharge themselves with 
 
431 Saloul, Catastrophe and Exile, 177.  
432 Khoury, My Name, 176. The text in Arabic: ىلإ مويلا تلوحت يتلا تاوجفلاو بوقثلا هذهب ةئيلم يتايح كرتأ نأ بجي ناك ام" 
".ينرصاحت حابشأ 
433 LaCapra, Writing History, 65. 
434 Khoury, My Name, 281. The text in Arabic:".يتغل ديعتسأ يك" 
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the meaning preceding their being, so does the meaning residing in silence.”435 Meaning, 
Zreik adds, “finds it ways to being only through circulation and repetition.”436  
 
Adam first breaks his silence by narrating the story of the Lydda ghetto, and a second 
time when he decides to free himself from his self-imposed invisibility and begin exhibiting 
his own traumas. At this point in the text, he begins opening up about his early years as an 
“invisible child” and about the “journey of [his] life that had hidden itself under a magic cap 
of invisibility.”437  
 
The first trauma Adam opens up about is that of his experience as an orphan. This 
traumatic experience is activated when Ma’moun meets Adam in New York and informs him 
that both his parents are not real. Adam reacts by taking refuge in temporary silence—and he 
subsequently loses “the capacity to speak.”438 Shortly after, he reveals his own silenced 
trauma as an orphan and we learn that Adam had “three fathers,” all of whom have 
“abandoned” him.439 
His first father was his real “biological father,” whose wife, Adam’s biological 
mother, was found dead under a tree on the eve of Nakbah.  This is the father whom Adam 
hardly knows anything about. His second father was the one Manal invented for him, a 
certain Hasan Dannoun who allegedly died during the 1948 Nakbah while defending the city 
of Lydda, and who “became familiar” to Adam “as a photograph hung on the wall.”440  
Adam’s third father is the very person who decenters his story and re-traumatizes him, 
 
435Zreik, “Writing Silence,” 319. 
436 Ibid. 
437 Khoury, My Name, 102. The text in Arabic: يف تأبتخا يتلا يرمع ةلحر نعو ،هتنك يذلا يئرملالا دلولا نع اهل يورأ فيك"
"؟ءافخلإا ةيقاط 
438 Ibid., 143.  
439 Ibid., 165.  
440 Ibid., 171.The text in Arabic: ".طئاحلا ىلع ةقلعم ةروصك هعم تفلآت ،ايقيقح اناسنإ ناكف"  
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namely Ma’moun Khudr. Ma’moun is a former resident of the Lydda ghetto who neighbored 
Manal and Adam for seven years after the Nakbah. He becomes the teacher of the ghetto and 
slowly emerges as a father figure to young Adam, before deciding to abandon Adam and 
Manal and leave to Cairo, thus compounding Adam’s crisis. What devastates Adam even 
more is how during his U.S. encounter with Adam, Ma’moun treats Adam “not as the son 
he’d abandoned but as a story.”441 
Beyond Adam’s trauma as an orphan, there is his early exposure to the traumatic 
experience of ghettoization. He writes that he was the “the first child born to the ghetto so 
they had to call . . . [him] . . . Adam.”442  He was only-six months old when the ghetto was 
removed except that “the memory of the ghetto lives on” inside him.443 He even remembers 
its effect on his own mother whose face was “limned by grief,” her “lips pressed together as 
though biting back the pain.”444 He recalls how, when the ghetto was finally lifted, he spent 
years unable to fathom that it was no longer there. Whenever he crossed out of his Sakna 
quarter and “passed the places where the fence had been,” he, along with other sons of the 
ghetto, “would bend [their] backs a little as though passing beneath the barbed wire.” The 
traumatic legacy of the ghetto remains so intact that, “even blind Ma’moun would bend.”445 
 
Manal soon sends Adam off to the Lydda Arabic School and this is where his psychic 
fragmentation is aggravated. As he grapples with his identity as “son of the ghetto,” Adam 
comes face to face with an even more troubling reality: that he was now a Palestinian in a 
pre-dominantly Jewish Israel.  
 
 
441 Ibid., 143. The text in Arabic: ".ةياكح يتفصب لب ،هنع ىلخت يذلا نبلاا يتفصب ينلماعي مل"  
442 Ibid., 125. The text in Arabic: ".مدآ ينومسي نأ بجي اذل ،وتيغلل دولوم لوأ يننإ لاق" 
443 Ibid., 180. The text in Arabic:  
444 Ibid., 297. The text in Arabic:".عجولا ةضع هبشي ام ىلع ناتقبطم ناتفشو...ىسلأاب موسرم هجو"  
445 Ibid., 137. The text in Arabic: كلاسلأا تحت نم رمنس اننأك ،لايلق ينحنن ،ةنيدملا ىلإ ربعن يك جايسلا ةنكمأ مامأ رمن نيح انك"  
علأا نومأم ىتح .ةكئاشلااك جايسلا نأ دحأ هل لوقي نأ نود نم ينحني ناك ىم ".انه ن  
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In his article, “Present Absentees: The Arab School Curriculum in Israel as a Tool for 
De-Educating Indigenous Palestinians,” Ismael Abu-Saad argues that after 1948, the Israeli 
state put together an Arab curriculum for its Arabic-speaking schools which was “designed to 
‘de-educate’, or dispossess, indigenous Palestinians pupils of the knowledge of their own 
people and history.”446 He argues that this policy was an extension of Israel’s categorization 
of 1948 Palestinians in Israel as “present absentees.” According to Abu-Saad, this 
understanding of Palestinians in Israel as present-absentees was institutionalized in the 1953 
Law of State Education which held that the general aim of the Israeli education system were: 
“to base education on the values of Jewish culture [and] on love of the homeland and loyalty 
to the state and the Jewish people.”447 He concludes that this aim  “demonstrate[s] how 
Palestinian Arabs are ’present’ as pupils in the school system, and yet ‘absent’ where the 
educational vision for the state is formulated.”448 Besides giving them only “superficial 
exposure to carefully screened and censored Arabic values and culture,” the education 
system, especially in Arab elementary schools, “maintains an emphasis on the Zionist 
national project.”449 
 
Adam first encounters this harsh reality as a six-year old school boy at the Lydda 
Arabic School when he and his fellow students are taken to a military parade celebrating 
Israel’s Independence Day in May 1954. On their way to the parade, their teacher, Olga 
Naddaf explains that the parade is a “holiday for [their] new state” and instructs them to 
“respect the white-and-blue flag with a six-pointed star in the middle.”450 She even hits them 
 
446 Ismael Abu-Saad, “Present Absentees: The Arab School Curriculum in Israel as a Tool for De-educating 
Indigenous Palestinians,” Holy Land Studies: A Multidisciplinary Journal 7, no.1 (May 2008): 17, 
https://doi.org/10.1353/hls.0.0002.  
447 Ibid., 19. 
448 Ibid. 17.  
449 Ibid., 21, 24.  
450 Khoury, My Name, 279. The text in Arabic: يذلا قرزلأاو ضيبلأا ملعلا مارتحا انيلع نأو ،ةديدجلا انتلود ديع هنأ انل تحرشو" 
".ةيسادسلا ةمجنلا هطسوتت 
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with a cane to make sure they abide by the instructions, at which point the children “cried.”451 
As soon as they reach the parade, the children are told to “stand quietly, wave the little flags, 
and not talk or be naughty.”452   
 
At the site of celebration, Olga translates the “Tsahal Magen” that was scribbled on 
balloons that filled the sky as “The Israeli Army Protects.” Adam recalls how Olga cried as 
she translated those words, before looking at the ruined houses around and asking, “Where 
are the people?”453Olga’s tears and the question that follows immediately fill this celebratory 
moment with tension: By pointing to the “ruined houses” she reveals the flip side of this 
‘Independence’ day, that of the erased Nakbah.  
 
For their part, the children react to this rather traumatizing incident—the instructions 
to respect the flag of their “new state” followed by Olga’s sudden tears--- by falling silent: 
  
we felt obscurely that the teacher’s tears were translating them into another, 
unspoken, language; we fell into a silence that stayed with us throughout the return 
journey on the bus from al-Ramla to the ghetto.454 
 
 
Adamant to free herself and her son from the harsh life of the ghetto, Manal 
eventually marries Abdallah al-Ashhal, a fellow Lydda resident, and relocates with him to 
Mount Carmel, sending Adam to school there. As soon as he gets there, Adam suffers pain on 
his shoulders, at which point Manal takes him to the doctor who describes Adam’s condition 
as that of “trauma.” The following conversation ensues between Adam and Manal:  
 
 
451 Ibid.  
452 Ibid. The text in Arabic: ".نطيشتن وأ يكحن لاو ةريغصلا ملاعلأاب حولنو ءودهب فقن نأ"  
453 Ibid., 280. The text in Arabic:""؟سانلا نيف" تلاقو" 
454 Ibid., 280-281. The text in Arabic: انيلع لحف ،ةقوطنم ريغ ىرخأ ةغل ىلإ ملاكلا مجرتت ةملعملا عومد نأ ضماغ لكشب اننسحأو"
ةلمرلا نم صابلاب ةدوعلا ةلحر يف انقفار يذلا تمصلا ".وتيغلا ىلإ  
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I asked my mother what “trauma” meant and she didn’t know, but the word gave me a 
feeling of importance. I used to tell my schoolmates, when I pulled out of a game of 
leapfrog, that I had “a serious illness called trauma.” This led to “Trauma” becoming 
one of my names at school.455 
 
 
In Mount Carmel, 15-year-old Adam is mistreated by his step-father, Abdallah al-
Ashhal, and decides to leave Mount Carmel. He relocates to Haifa where he ends up working 
at a garage owned by a certain Jewish man by the name of Mr. Gabriel.  It is there that he 
perfects his Hebrew and settles on suppressing his trauma. In other words, he finds his “own 
special way around the problem of acquiring a shadow in a country whose inhabitants had 
lost theirs” by “reinvent[ing]” himself.456  
 
As such, he invents the following story: That he was the son of a certain Yitzhak, 
himself a survivor of the Warsaw Ghetto who escaped to Istanbul at the age of 17 and from 
there to Tel Aviv where he married the daughter of a Russian immigrant. Yitzhak died during 
the 1948 Nakbah and left Adam’s mother, Sarah, “alone with her madness, which was full of 
the nightmares of fear.”457  Adam uses the same details of his story—survivor of the ghetto, 
martyred father and a traumatized mother—except that he relays it as the story of a Jewish 
survivor of the Holocaust. In other words, he turns his story “upside down.”458 
 
At other times, Adam would just keep things ambiguous by introducing himself as 
“son of the ghetto,” without mentioning the above story, and it would automatically be 
assumed that we was “son of a Warsaw Ghetto survivor.”459 Refqa Abu-Remaileh argues that 
 
455 Ibid., 135. The text in Arabic: يئلامزل لوقأ تنك ،ةيمهلأاب اروعش ينتطعا ةملكلا نكل .فرعت ملف ،امورتلا ىنعم ام يمأ تلأس" 
 ".امورت همسا ريطخ ضرم يدنع هنلأ" عيطتسأ لا يننأ ،رهظلا ىلع زفقلا ةبعل نم بحسنأ تنك امدنعف يف يئامسأ دحأ امورت ةملك تراص
".ةسردملا 
456 Ibid., 271.  
457 Ibid., 272.  
458 Ibid. 
459 Ibid., 127. 
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by opening the “ghetto” to a “double meaning,”  Adam appropriates a “Shakespearian riddle 
of mixed identities” adding that “Adam becomes the son of two ghettos at the same time: 
Lidd and Warsaw.”460I would take this argument further and argue that Adam alleviates his 
new identity as a minority after the 1948 Nakbah, by attaching his story to the collective 
Holocaust trauma experienced by the new Jewish majority: 
 
I was an Israeli like other Israelis. I didn’t conceal my Palestinian identity but kept it 
out of sight, in the ghetto where I was born.461   
 
 
Adam holds on to this ambiguity even after he leaves Haifa to the U.S. where he 
partners with his friend and restaurant-owner Nahum Hirschman. As he transforms himself 
into a U.S. immigrant, Adam further suppresses his trauma as son of the ghetto which “would 
become [his] secret story for [the next] fifty years.”462 
 
Adam’s narration allows him to work through his trauma. He goes from announcing 
that: “Silence has been the distinguishing mark of my life.”463 
To saying:  
 
This is the story that I have attempted to tell through the voices of its heroes and victims. 
It is a story that I had to tell in order both to remember it and to forget it, as a past that 
has passed but does not want to pass.464  
 
 
As he puts together his narrative memory, Adam is able to both “remember” the 
traumas of the past, but to also “forget” them.  
 
 
460 Abu-Remaileh, “Novel as Contrapuntal Reading,” 301. 
461 Khoury, My Name, 108. The text in Arabic: وتيغلا يف اهتأبخ يننكل ،ةينيطسلفلا يتيوه فخأ مل .نييليئارسلإاك ايليئارسإ تنكو"
 ".هيف تدلو يذلا 
462 Ibid., 127. The text in Arabic: ".ةنس نيسمخ نم رثكأ لاوط ةيرسلا يتياكح ىلإ لوحتتس" 
463 Ibid., 128. The text in Arabic: ".يتايح ناونع ناك تمصلا" 
464 Ibid., 421. The text in Arabic: ةيرورض اهل يتياور تناكو ،اهاياحض و اهلاطبأ ناسل ىلع اهيورأ نأ تلواح يتلا ةياكحلا يه هذه"
".يضمي نأ ديري لاو يضمي ايضام اهتفصب ،اهاسنأو اهركذتا يك 
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Conclusion 
 
According to LaCapra, a person’s traumatic memory, in its repetitive flashbacks and 
nightmares, eventually allows them to “allay anxiety” by “locat[ing] a particular or specific 
thing that could be feared and thus enable one to find ways of eliminating or mastering that 
fear.”465As and when the traumatized subject locates this missing anxiety, they are able to 
comprehend their traumas, and are eventually able to narrate them.  
 
As he writes his memoir and narrates the days of the Lydda ghetto, Adam is able to 
transcend his own silence and open up about his own psychic fragmentation. His narration of 
trauma helps him master the forgetfulness that he so needs to die peacefully. His memoir traces 
the collective trauma experienced by the residents of the Lydda ghetto following Israel’s 
conquest of the city in July 1948.  It follows the survivor-witnesses as they grapple with their 
new identities as residents of the ghetto and present-absentees concurrently.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
465 LaCapra, Writing History, 57. 
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Conclusion  
 
A shattering experience lies at the heart of all three novels that make up this project. 
In The Kingdom of Strangers, it is the Lebanese Civil War and its associated traumatic 
episodes of the Shatila massacre and the Second War of the Camps. In Gate of the Sun, it is 
the loss of the Galilee during the 1948 Nakbah as the beginning of a traumatic experience 
that continues in the refugee camps of Lebanon up till and including the Lebanese Civil War, 
and finally, in Children of the Ghetto: My Name is Adam, it is the fall of Lydda on the eve of 
the 1948 Nakbah, and the subsequent ghettoization of the city’s Arab residents. 
 
Each of these man-made disasters leaves the narrator-protagonist grappling with a 
trauma that escapes their immediate consciousness. Caruth describes this “trauma” as a 
“wound” in the psyche which can only be grasped through the proactive repetitions that 
follow the traumatic event. This compulsion to repeat the trauma eventually allows the 
protagonist to start to work it through, resulting in non-teleological and fragmented 
narratives.  While all three novels are triggered by personal traumas, they quickly become 
repositories of collective traumas experienced by different Palestinian communities at 
different junctures of the 70-year-old Palestinian experience of dispossession; be it the 
traumas experienced by the Palestinian refugee community of Lebanon or those experienced 
by Palestinian residents of Lydda in present-day Israel. 
 
 The narratives that emerge can only partially accommodate and tend to the psychic 
wound. These are not textual spaces where protagonists are able to completely transcend their 
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traumas. Rather, our traumatized protagonists can only partially come to terms with their 
repressed memories, or free themselves from older, inherited traumas. Khalil, for example, is 
adamant to free up some space to better accommodate a continuing traumatic reality. Their 
trauma narratives allow them to arrive at their deaths (literally and figuratively) with a degree 
of fulfillment. That said, they can never entirely heal their traumas because the historical 
event that triggered these traumas remains a daily political reality.  
 
But beyond their emergence as sites for the acting out and working through of 
traumatic experiences, all three novels serve a deeper purpose. As readers of these texts, we 
follow the three protagonists on their journeys from an incomprehensible traumatic event to 
an increased realization of its nuances and a subsequent masterfulness of active forgetting.  
 
As we read through Khoury’s trauma narratives, we become witnesses to the 
structural trauma that has characterized the Palestinian experience over the past seven 
decades. This is what LaCapra means when he writes of the potential role of post-traumatic 
writing as “relatively safe haven compared with actual traumatization,” and a “means of 
bearing witness to . . .  trauma.”466  Khoury’s reliance on history as a methodological tool that 
guides his re-enactment of Palestinian trauma, opens up this possibility. In other words, his 
reliance on the historical introduces the possibility of witnessing. He draws on “truth claims,” 
which, as LaCapra argues, allows the literary text to “provide insight into phenomena . . . by 
offering a reading of a process or period, or by giving at least a plausible “feel” for 
experience.”467  
 
 
466 LaCapra, Writing History, 105. 
467 Ibid., 13. 
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Khoury arrives at this “feel for experience” by relying on oral history testimonials to 
write his trauma narratives. These real-life stories of individual Palestinian refugees and 
former ghetto residents function as blueprints for his Palestinian epics, allowing him to 
actively engage the circumstances of trauma. In so doing, Khoury achieves what Caruth 
describes as a “possibility of history” that results from literature. 468  
 
Beyond his contextualization of Palestinian trauma, Khoury follows in the footsteps 
of Edward Said by bringing together Palestinian and Jewish traumatic histories analogously. 
Like Said, he believes in the absolute necessity of discussing both traumatic experiences 
together and reveals how a de-contextualization of Jewish traumatic memory has caused the 
Palestinian trauma which continues to this day. Contextualizing both traumas, Said had 
incessantly argued, is a main pre-requisite for Palestinian-Israeli peace:  
 
it has been impossible for Jews to understand the human tragedy caused the Arab 
Palestinians by Zionism; and it has been impossible for Arab Palestinians to see in 
Zionism anything except an ideology and a practice keeping them, and Israeli Jews, 
imprisoned. But in order to break down the iron circle of inhumanity, we must see 
how it was forged, and there it is ideas and culture themselves that play the major 
role.469 
 
 
According to Said, ending the Palestinian-Israeli conflict necessitates: 
 
really asking the question of Palestine, going to great lengths to seek answers, 
speaking, writing, acting together with others to make sure that the just and right 
answers are the ones settled upon. Avoidance, force, fear, and ignorance will no 
longer serve470   
 
 
468 Caruth, Unclaimed, 11. 
469 Said, The Question of Palestine, 70. 
470 Ibid., 235. 
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Taking his cue from Said’s work, Khoury sought to disrupt Israeli hegemonic meta-
narratives is by proposing both the Palestinian and Jewish traumatic experiences as mirrors 
for one another. While writing about Palestine and disrupting Israel’s monopoly over trauma 
is not political per se, it may and should open up the possibility of politics. In a foreword note 
to Meta Journal’s 2018 trauma issue, Stephan Milich and Lamia Moghnieh assert that “the 
construction of a cultural or historical trauma can influence public opinion and politics.”471 
As he dramatizes the Palestinian pain, Khoury constructs the historical (but also structural) 
trauma which in turn opens up the possibility of political change. It is up to us the witnesses 
to envision a way out. 
 
One such possibility of political change emerged in January 2013 when a group of 
Palestinian protestors set up a symbolic tent village in the West Bank to counter Israeli 
settlement plans in the area. The protestors named their encampment “Bāb al-shams” in a clear 
allusion to Khoury’s 1998 magnum opus which carries the same title. For its part, the Israeli 
army reacted by breaking up the encampment, to which the protestors responded by setting up 
a second campsite, “Ahfad Younis” (“the grandchildren of Yunis),” in another act of reference 
to Khoury’s novel. Both encampments gave the novel “a textual afterlife”472 and signaled how 
a fictional narrative of the Palestinian Nakbah could surpass its literary borders to inspire an 
act of “political activism.”473  
 
 
471 Milich and Moghnieh, “Trauma: Social Realities,” 6. 
472 Paul, “The Grandchildren of Yūnis,” 179.  
473 Ibid.,177.  
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Moved by the impact of his own literature, Khoury wrote a virtual letter of support to 
the protestors saying: 
This is the Palestine that Younis dreamt of in the novel . . . Younis had a dream made 
of words, and the words became wounds bleeding over the land. You became, people 
of Bab Al Shams, the words that carry the dream of freedom and return Palestine to 
Palestine. 474 
 
 
By tracing the development of Khoury’s trauma writing on Palestine, this thesis 
project sought to show how literature can be a tool of recovering a once-marginalized 
traumatic history and how it can contest colonial archives that seek to efface the traumatic. 
This form of writing, as manifested by Khoury’s project, does not fall into the trap of 
negating other equally traumatic narratives nor does it justify their effacement.  
 
The result is a fictive space where the traumatized is able to reclaim their tragic 
experience but also transcend their solitude by discovering a shared identity and other similar 
traumatic experiences. In this way, Khoury’s trauma narratives circumvent their historical 
specificity to implicate other colonial archives that have silenced traumatic experiences 
elsewhere. Perhaps this is most evident in his understanding of stories as mirrors that echo 
one another, a central theme that runs through most of his work.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
474 Elias Khoury, translated by Sonja Mejcher-Atassi, ““Elias Khoury’s Letter to the Real ‘Gate of the 
Sun,” ArabLit, January 13, 2013. 
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